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SUMMARY
The aim of this dissertation is to ‘problematize’ the ‘flexible generalist’ - the form of subjectivity
allegedly produced by the basic education system of South Africa. According to the South African
Qualifications  Authority,  ‘flexible  generalists’  are  individuals  who  possess  the  necessary  skills,
knowledge and flexibility to successfully participate in new working environments, thereby sustaining
an adaptable workforce and contributing to the national economy. The dissertation will illustrate that
this economic viability comes at the cost of critical and relative autonomous thinking, and is therefore
not as ‘beneficent’ as the South African Qualifications Authority suggests.
Initially, Louis Althusser’s theory regarding the repressive state apparatus and ideological
state apparatuses will be employed in order to indicate how the education institution is underpinned
by consumer-capitalist ideology. Subsequently, in order to ensure docility, efficiency and obedience
within  the  workforce,  the  formal  education  system  subjects  the  learner  to  various  disciplinary
discursive  practices.  By  applying  Michel  Foucault’s  theory  regarding  disciplinary  power,  this
dissertation will illustrate that, through the regimentation of the subject’s time and space, docility is,
for the most part, ensured. However, the flexible generalist is not solely produced through disciplinary
power,  but  also  through  Foucault’s  conception  of  bio-power,  which  is  disseminated  through the
deployment of sexuality. Disciplinary power and bio-power are both appropriations of pastoral power,
since the learner is led to believe that the well-being and care of the ‘self’ is always in the hands of
another: specialists in numerous fields who ‘guide’ the individual regarding the ‘correct’ and ‘normal’
conduct  in  relation  to  the  self  and  society,  thereby  stripping  the  subject  of  critical  and  relative
autonomous thinking.
The dissertation will conclude by suggesting a possible offset to the discursive practices that
produce the flexible generalist in the form of ‘philosophy as a way of life’, or philosophia – the love
of wisdom. Unlike the current educational discursive practices in South Africa that are underpinned
by an ‘ethos of skills’ (resulting in mere economic empowerment), philosophia is based on an ‘ethos
of wisdom’ - a comprehension of oneself, others and existence, based on the mastery of the self, and
resulting in the ability to apply perceptions, judgements and actions on a contextual basis.
Key Words: problematization, flexible generalist,  subject formation, consumer-capitalist  ideology,
interpellation, disciplinary power, bio-power, docility
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INTRODUCTION
The basic education system of South Africa,  which consists  of grade R to 9,  follows an
Outcomes Based Educational (OBE) curriculum and theoretical background, which requires
of  the  student  to  demonstrate  general  required  skills  in  certain  contexts,  and is  assessed
according to predetermined criteria. According to the South African Qualifications Authority
(SAQA), the aim of the current basic education system of South Africa is to produce ‘flexible
generalists’: 
‘Flexible generalists’ are people equipped with the necessary knowledge, skills and values to adjust
readily to multiple career changes and make, through their own personal development, a significant
contribution to the life  of  this country and the world.  The shift  in thinking is from education for
employment – the ability to do a specific job – to education for employability – developing the ability
to adapt acquired skills to new working environments. The new education and training system must be
able to support the notion of an adaptable workforce. (http://www.saqa.org.za/show.asp?id=776)
The notion of the “flexible generalist” is, according to the SAQA, based on the theory of
Christopher  Ball,  who  specifically  focused  on  the  importance  of  “lifelong  learning”  in
contemporary  society,  which  is  based  on  the  discourse  of  learning  and  obtaining  skills
throughout one’s life and not just within formal education. While “lifelong-learning” is by no
means a negative concept in an etymological sense (even the Greek and Roman ‘cultures of
the self’ believed in the lifelong pursuit of wisdom), the current conception is based on the
conviction that “lifelong education equals general education [which focuses] on the necessity
for  the  rapid  training  of  workers  at  average  and  higher  levels  in  the  vocational  field”
(Medel-Ańonuevo  et  al  2001:  1  –  2).  In  other  words,  lifelong  learning  is  the  lifelong
accumulation of skills for economic viability, and not, for example, the lifelong pursuit of
wisdom as was the case with the ‘care of the self’ in Ancient Greece.  According to Ball
(1996), “flexible generalists” are thus adaptable and always ready to learn new skills and
attitudes, which, with the ever-increasing human longevity and rapid technological change in
society,  “will  characterise  the  successful  citizenry  of  the  next  millennium”  (Ball  1996).
Although the above descriptions of the flexible generalist provide a very basic idea of the
characteristics of this form of subjectivity, a detailed account is absent, which is problematic
in terms of the future of both the learners and the society in which they are expected to make
‘valuable contributions’. However, one can deduce that the ‘correct’ method in producing the
‘flexible generalist’ can be ascertained through an analysis of certain discourses and practices
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within the basic education system, as well as other institutions that operate in collaboration
with the educational institution. As suggested by OJ van Schalkwyk, these other institutions
constitute an individual’s “informal education”, which is “the life-long process whereby each
person is able to acquire insight and understanding spontaneously and incidentally”, and also
affect  the  development  of  the  education  system  in  numerous  ways  (Dekker  1996:  15).
Therefore, this dissertation intends to ‘problematize’ the flexible generalist in terms of its
ideological and discursive underpinnings. In Foucaultian terms problematization denotes a
questioning of an object’s or concept’s “meanings, its conditions, and its goals” (Foucault
2000: 117).  Problematization not only renders the problematic visible within a concept or
object, but also provokes solutions to these problems. Thus, this dissertation will attempt to
uncover the problematic elements within the formation of the flexible generalist by analysing
specific  discourses  and  practices  that  operate  within  both  the  formal  education,  which
consists  of  the basic  education  system, as  well  as  the informal  education,  which,  in  this
dissertation, assumes the form of the mass media, of the school-going learner.
Determining  the  nature  of  subjectivity  has  always  been  a  difficult  task.
Post-structuralist theory has problematized this issue even further by nullifying the notion of
universal truth and the accompanying belief in a universal subjectivity or “human nature”.
Arnold Davidson suggests that truth, in Foucaultian post-structuralist terms, “is linked in a
circular relation with systems of power which produce and sustain it, and to effects of power
which induce it and which extends it. A ‘regime’ of truth” (Davidson 1986: 34). In these
terms, truth is a product, as well as a prerequisite, of certain technologies of power, and,
therefore, any truth concerning the subject is also a product of power relations – or, to put it
more carefully to avoid the impression of relativism – is always enmeshed in power relations
at a given time in a given society. 
Michel Foucault’s  post-structuralist  venture was to “investigate the ways in which
discourses and practices have transformed human beings into subjects of a particular kind”
(Marshall 1990: 14).  In other words, although the notion of a ‘universal subject’ has been
rendered unattainable, one can still achieve an understanding of a particular type of subject,
amongst  many  other  subjects,  within  a  set  historical  context.  Foucault,  being  a
poststructuralist, posits that human subjectivity is constituted through language as discourse.
Discourse,  in Foucaultian terms,  can be understood as “language insofar  as meaning and
power-relations come together in it” (Olivier 2010: 293). In other words, language is laden
with  meaning,  which,  in  turn,  propagates  power-relations  or  reinforces existing
power-relations within a given context, and ultimately contributes to the construction of a
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‘meaningful’  identity,  since a particular discourse ‘speaks’ through the subject,  informing
certain beliefs, needs, practices and norms. For example, in Discipline and Punish: The Birth
of  the Prison (1977),  Foucault  demonstrates  how disciplinary  discourse pervades  modern
“carceral” society, and how this mode of language, along with practices, techniques and other
power mechanisms, produce the “docile body” - a form of subjectivity that subjects itself to
the  normalizing  powers  active  within  society  (Foucault  1991:  304).  For  Foucault,
normalization involves the construction of an idealized ‘norm’ of conduct, which individuals
must strive to emulate in order to be ‘normal’ subjects.
However, it is important to note that Foucault’s theory concerning subjectivity and
identity construction should not be reduced to mere discursive determinism, since a subject is
never  exclusively  constituted  by  a  single  discourse:  “...wherever  discourse  operates,  a
counter-discourse can be activated,  which means dominant  discourses can be discursively
opposed from the position  of  the speaking subject,  as  opposed to  that  of  the one that  is
‘spoken’”  (Olivier  2010:  295).  This  does  not  mean  that  a  subject  can  somehow  escape
discourse and power-relations, but rather that a subject can resist a dominant discourse, as
well  as  the  accompanying  power-relations,  by  subscribing  to  a  different,  often  counter-,
discourse.
This dissertation aims to problematize the ‘flexible generalist’, a form of subjectivity
which the basic education system of South Africa aspires to produce, according to the South
African  Qualifications  Authority.  This  will  be  achieved  by  analysing  the  discourses  and
recommended practices  of the basic  education  system, as well  as its  implications  for the
South African context as a whole, through specific theories of Louis Althusser and Michel
Foucault. Chapter 1 of the dissertation will focus on the theories of Althusser pertaining to
the repressive state apparatus and ideological state apparatuses, as presented in “Ideology and
Ideological  State  Apparatuses:  Notes  towards  an  Investigation”  (1970).  Initially,  the
resonance between Althusser and Foucault’s work will be established, in order to introduce
the theoretical framework of this dissertation. This will be followed by an analysis of the
South African socio-economic context in terms of Althusser’s theory, illustrating society’s
adherence  to  neo-liberal  economics  and  consumer-capitalist  culture.  Finally,  the  basic
education system of South Africa will be analysed as an ideological state apparatus, which
functions according to neo-liberal economic principles, ultimately propagating the dominant
consumer-capitalist discourses which are the mainstay of extant society.
Chapter 2 will employ Foucault’s notion of disciplinary power in order to illustrate
the  ‘carceral’  nature  of  contemporary  South  African  society.  That  is,  in  Discipline  and
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Punish,  Foucault  advances  contemporary  society  as  “carceral,”  insofar  as,  since  the  18th
century and under the auspices of disciplinary power, within its confines time and space are
increasingly  being  regimented,  modern  identity  is  increasingly  being  imbricated  within
progressively  more complex hierarchies  of  rank,  and panoptical  surveillance  continues  to
encroach upon and pervade ever more domains. Accordingly, within this milieu, disciplinary
power produces individuals  as docile  bodies – “a body that  subjects  itself,  its  behaviour,
gestures, aptitudes and achievements to the normalizing powers active within society,” in a
way that both propagates and perpetuates the societal status quo (Foucault 1991: 304). This
will be followed by an analysis of the basic education system of South Africa, in terms of the
disciplinary discourses that produce the docile body. Subsequently, the resonance between
the flexible generalist and the docile body will be established, indicating that docility is a core
characteristic of the flexible generalist, especially when considering its role in the production
chain of capitalist society.
On the other hand, Chapter 3 will focus on The Will to Knowledge, in which Foucault
charts the rise of the deployment of sexuality in the 18th/19th century, under the auspices of
bio-power,  which  dovetailed  with  disciplinary  power  (Foucault  2003:  242)  to  effect  a
“bio-politics  of  the  population,”  predicated  on  the  belief  in  a  latent  sexual  power  that
ostensibly remains elusive without the hermeneutic involvement of the applicable medical
personage (Foucault 1998: 65-76, 139). Initially, bio-power’s role in contemporary society
will be discussed, followed by an analysis of the deployment of sexuality in relation specific
discursive practices within the basic education system. Furthermore, the role of the media, a
component  in  the informal  education  of the learner,  will  also be discussed in  Chapter  3,
especially in relation to the deployment of sexuality and the pseudo-liberation that is inherent
to the active subscription to, and participation in a ‘liberated sexuality’.  Ultimately,  these
“liberating”  sexualities  merely  propagate  the  consumer-capitalist  culture  in  one  form  or
another, hence, adding to the docility produced by disciplinary power.
The dissertation  will  conclude  by  indicating  how disciplinary-  and  bio-power  are
manifestations  of,  what  Foucault  terms,  pastoral  power – that  is,   a  power in  which  the
subject  submits  to  the will  and guidance of another  or,  in  contemporary  contexts,  to  the
normalizing procedures of society. In contrast, Foucault indicates how ancient philosophical
schools during the Hellenistic period practiced the “care of the self”, which not only included
(a measure  of)  self-mastery,  but  also allowed the  individual  to  negotiate  his/her  position
regarding the dominant discourses of society. However, for reasons that will be clarified in
Chapter 4, this dissertation will employ the work of Pierre Hadot concerning the ‘cultures of
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the  self’  or,  according  to  Hadot,  philosophy  as  a  way  of  life  in  ancient  philosophical
traditions,  in  order  to  indicate  how  a  recovery  of  philosophy  as  practice  may  possibly
counteract  the  discursive  practices  that  produce  the  flexible  generalist  and,  subsequently,
grant  the  subject  a  measure  of  autonomy.  Finally,  reference  will  be  made  to  probable
rudimentary manifestations of the principles and practices of philosophia (the practice of the
love  of  wisdom)  within  contemporary  sub-cultures,  especially  in  relation  to  aesthetic
perception within the creative fantasy sub-culture. It will be argued that such manifestations
can provide a viable alternative to the discourses and practices of the flexible generalist for
school-going learners – at the very least encouraging creativity and an aesthetic perception of
nature, and at best functioning as a ‘stepping stone’ to philosophy as a way of life.
6
CHAPTER 1 – SOUTH AFRICAN BASIC EDUCATION AS AN
IDEOLOGICAL STATE APPARATUS
Ideally, what should be said to every child, repeatedly, throughout his or her school life is something like this:
'You are in the process of being indoctrinated. We have not yet evolved a system of education that is not a
system of indoctrination. We are sorry, but it is the best we can do. What you are being taught here is an
amalgam of current prejudice and the choices of this particular culture. The slightest look at history will show
how  impermanent  these  must  be.  You  are  being  taught  by  people  who  have  been  able  to  accommodate
themselves to a regime of thought laid down by their predecessors. It is a self-perpetuating system.  – Dorris
Lessing (1964).
1.1 The Resonance between Althusser and Foucault
In order to appropriately analyse the power-relations inherent in the practices of the basic
education system of South Africa, and, in turn, determine mainly the economic nature of the
subjectivity that is produced, this dissertation will first examine the milieu of the Education
System of  South  Africa  through the  lens  of  Althusser’s  “Ideology  and  Ideological  State
Apparatuses:  Notes  towards  an Investigation”  (1970).  Although the genealogical  work of
Michel Foucault will be used to understand the power-relations involved in the production of
the flexible generalist, the dissertation will initially discuss the theories of Louis Althusser
concerning the repressive state  apparatus and ideological  state  apparatuses (from here on
termed as RSA and ISAs respectively),  which he thoroughly defines and explores in the
essay, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”. Althusser’s work concerning the RSA
and ISAs provides an insightful portrayal of the role of institutions in society, as well as their
effects on subjectivity, and is particularly relevant for the purposes of this dissertation, as he
places great emphasis on the major role of the education system in terms of societal power
relations.  Furthermore,  Althusser’s theories  on the RSA and ISAs are very similar  to the
genealogical theory, concerning discourse and power-relations, of Foucault. During his time
at  École  Normale  Supérieure,  Foucault  was  a  student  of  Althusser,  and  acknowledged
Althusser’s influence on his work, as well as his value as a critic and philosopher during an
interview in 1967:
Having  been  [Althusser's]  student  and  owing  him  much,  perhaps  I  tend  to
place  under  his  sign  an  effort  that  he  might  challenge,  so  much  that  I
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can't  respond  to  what  concerns  him.  But  all  the  same,  I  would  say:  open
Althusser's books (Foucault 1989: 14).
One can argue that Althusser’s theories, concerning RSA and ISAs, are particularly similar to
Foucault’s genealogical work, especially since both theorists deal with subjectivity-formation
as a result of power-relations. Although Foucault seems to provide a far more complex model
of power-relations in comparison to Althusser, this dissertation posits that Foucault merely
renders explicit what is already implicit in Althusser’s notion of ideological interpellation (to
be explained later).  
However, it is important to note that there is a fundamental difference between the
two theorists, which stems from Althusser’s clear adherence to Marxism, as Foucault points
out  in  the  same  interview:  “There  remains,  however,  between  Althusser  and  myself,  an
obvious difference: he employs the word epistemological break in relation to Marx, while I
affirm  that  Marx  does  not  represent  such  a
break"  (Foucault  1989:  14).  This  essentially  means  that  Althusser  perceives  (scientific)
Marxism as ‘truth’, whilst ideology is confined to capitalism. Foucault, on the other hand,
approaches reality from a Nietzschean perspective and, hence, does not adhere to any ‘truths’
in the traditional sense, situating particular ‘truths’ within specific frameworks (or what he
calls  ‘epistemés’)  instead.  Instead  Foucault  posits  that  human  reality  is  constituted  by
discourse,  which  may  change  or  cease  depending  on context.  Thus,  both  capitalism and
Marxism are discourses with accompanying power-relations for Foucault. This dissertation
takes note of this difference, but intends to use Althusser’s theory as a means to comprehend
the nature of consumer-capitalist South African society, as well as the prominent role of the
education system in sustaining capitalist ideology and/or discourse.
On the other hand, Foucault’s theories will be employed in order to gain an acute
understanding of the manner in which power functions through discourse and/or knowledge
in society, and, in the process, produces individuals as subjects. Although Foucault claims to
remain merely descriptive in his writings, as he never confines himself to any specific agenda
such as Neo-Marxism, his accounts of discourse and power-relations nonetheless illustrate
that the dominant discourses are embedded in specific normative behaviour and practices,
and usually serve in the interests  of capitalism. For example,  in  The History of Sexuality
Volume 1, Foucault states that “bio-power was without question an indispensable element in
the development of capitalism” (Foucault 1998: 141).
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Therefore, this chapter aims to portray the South African social context, via the theory
of Althusser, as a neo-liberal economic society that consists of numerous institutions, which
all contribute to the propagation of consumer-capitalist discourse and/or ideology. However,
as  indicated  by  Althusser,  the  education  institution  assumes  the  most  vital  role  in  the
reproduction of the dominant ideology of society. Therefore, the basic education system of
South Africa will  be analysed  in terms of  its  role  as Ideological  State  Apparatus,  which
favours  economic,  career-driven  principles  over  content  and  curriculum  objectives  that
contribute  to  critical  and relatively  autonomous  thinking.  However,  before  initiating  this
Althusserian analysis, a general picture of the South African socio-economic milieu needs to
be established.
1.2 The South African Socio-Economic Context
South Africa is currently a parliamentary republic that adheres to a constitutional democratic
political system. Crucial to contemporary society is the neoliberal economy that subscribes to
free-market capitalism, since it predominantly contributes to the overall quality (or lack of it)
of living of the members of society, and plays a central role in the structure and development
of the education system. When examining the South African socio-economic context it is
always an  imperative  to  mention  the  recent  historical  transition  to  a  democratic  form of
government in 1994. During the era of apartheid, society was segregated along racial lines,
which resulted in the unequal distribution of capital, and a stark contrast in living conditions
and available  education based on race.  The advent  of a democratic-capitalist  society was
accompanied by the belief  that these inconsistencies will  eventually  level themselves out,
since  democracy  putatively  promotes  equality  and  freedom,  whilst  neoliberal  economics
would “[e]liminate  minimum wages and free up labour markets (to allow blacks to enter
reserved professions),  which  would cause privileged,  white  workers'  wages to  fall,  while
Africans who previously were excluded from work would now find work and see higher
incomes”  (Schneider  2003:  26).  In  other  words,  the  ‘liberty’  of  democracy  and  the
‘friendly-competition’ of capitalism – based on the notion of consumer sovereignty1 – would
restore the divided South African social landscape to a state of egalitarianism.
1W. H. Hutt, an influential South African liberal theorist, asserts that a consumer
will  always  buy  a  product  for  the  best  value,  irrespective  of  who  produces  it.
Furthermore, production rivalry will prevent racism and favouritism, since manufacturers
will be forced to produce at the lowest cost, whilst preserving the overall quality of the
product (Hutt 1964: 175).
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Although the advent of democracy in 1994 introduced a constitution that provided
each South African citizen with general democratic rights, drastic improvements have been
scarce  when  considering  the  living  conditions  of  the  entire  population.  The  economic
inequality along racial lines produced by the apartheid system is still a reality for the working
class (as distinct from the new black middle class), as their living conditions have barely
improved.  The  general  Neo-Marxist  view  of  these  persisting  conditions  posits  that  “the
ideology of apartheid, which kept the races separate and unequal, is being replaced by the
ideology of the market, which is helping to preserve that inequality. South African neoliberal
economists  are  using  abstract  economic  theory  to  justify  the  preservation  of  economic
apartheid”2 (Schneider 2003: 24).
Central to this ‘economic restoration’ is the education system of South Africa, which
is being developed, at least in part, to address these issues.  JC Claassen, a professor at the
Department  of Comparative  Education  and Educational  Management  at  the University  of
South Africa, explains that “at the onset of the democratic era, education was viewed by the
major  stake-holders as  an agent  for modernisation”,  i.e.  societal  institutions  “such as  the
school will lead to modern values, a modern society and economic development” (Claassen
1995: 464).  Furthermore,  while  the education system aims to contribute  to  the economic
growth  of  society,  educational  accessibility  is  largely  dependent  on  existing  economic
conditions.  As  Claassen  suggests,  “the  link  between  poverty  and  limited  accessibility  to
quality education is self-evident. For example, school fees, textbooks, entry into good schools
and  transport  costs  cannot  be  afforded,  forcing  the  youth  to  drop  out  of  school”
(Claassen1995:  462).  Successful  education  is  therefore  perceived  as  intricately  linked  to
economic conditions, but also as a contributor to the production of a ‘healthy’ economy, and
has,  therefore,  become  a  primary  concern  for  the  government,  political  and  economic
theorists, as well as for society as a whole.
1.3 Repressive- and Ideological State Apparatuses
‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses: Notes towards an Investigation’ (1970) starts
with a prominent Marxist question: How is the reproduction of the conditions of production,
in modern capitalist social formations, ensured (Althusser 1971: 1)? The short answer to this
question  is  that  the  reproduction  of  the  conditions  of  production  is  ensured  by  the
‘interpellation’  (that  is,  ideological  ‘interruption’)  of  individuals  as  subjects  through  the
dominant ideology, i.e. capitalist ideology. Another way of saying this is that, by means of
2See also Schneider (1997); Moll (1991).
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the  ideology,  or  discourses,  endorsed  by  the  major  institutions  and  systems  in  society,
individuals are transformed, in most cases, into subjects that fit neatly into the capitalist mode
of production. However, Althusser provides an intricate argument to reach this conclusion,
which  this  dissertation  will  explore  in  detail,  since  it  provides  relevant  insight  into  the
economic machinations of society - especially a society like South Africa that adheres to a
neo-liberal  economic  system -  as  well  as  the  prominent  role  of  the  education  system in
reproducing the dominant ideology. 
Althusser identifies the conditions of production as the productive forces on the one
hand, and the relations of production on the other3. In other words, in order for a society to
reproduce its conditions of production, it has to ensure that the productive forces are set to
work “in and under  definite  relations  of  production” (Althusser  1970:  1).  This  statement
firstly directs  us towards the reproduction of the forces of production in a given society,
which  refers  to  the  reproduction  of  labour  power.  Althusser  accurately  suggests  that  the
reproduction  of  labour  power occurs  “outside of  the  firm’s  accounting  practices”,  and is
ensured “by giving the labour power the material means with which to reproduce itself: by
wages” (Althusser 1971: 3). Although wages feature in the accounting of the firm, they are
not considered to be a condition for the material reproduction of labour power, but rather as
“wage capital”. The fact that wages are indispensable for the reproduction of labour power is
quite obvious: the worker requires wages for housing, clothing and food, “in short to enable
the wage earner to present himself again at the factory gate the next day – and every further
day God grants him” (Althusser 1971: 3).
Importantly though, and even more so in contemporary South African society, wages
are “indispensable for raising and educating the children in whom the proletarian reproduces
himself... as labour power” (Althusser 1971: 3). This introduces a very important point for the
South African context, in which poverty and unemployment are still an everyday reality. In
such  a  context,  education  is  viewed  and  endorsed  as  the  means  to  overcome such
economically limited circumstances, and is thus viewed as a form of economic empowerment
and liberation. However, as suggested by Althusser, the education received by the children
simply allows them to replace their parents as labour power within the production chain, and,
as will  be illustrated in Chapter 2 in terms of Foucaultian power-relations,  in most cases
3Althusser  also  mentions  the  reproduction  of  the  means  of  production,  which
refers  to  “raw  material,  fixed  installations  (buildings),  instruments  of  production
(machines), etc” (Althusser 1971: 2). However, pursuing this topic is not directly relevant
in relation to this dissertation, which aims to focus on individuals and the formation of
subjectivity
11
merely produce subjects as ‘docile bodies’ that are politically and critically mute. Therefore,
education might ‘open the doorway’ to different levels of ‘economic-empowerment’, but it
also affects the subject that is produced in specific ways. Furthermore, there is a definite “link
between poverty and limited accessibility to quality education”, prohibiting the lower class
from transcending their economically limited situation (Claassen 1996: 462). This is by no
means a failure of the economic system, or the education institution for that matter, but is a
direct  result  and  prerequisite  for  the  success  of  capitalism  in  society,  which  places  the
majority of society’s capital in the hands of a few and requires a substantial working class
that can contribute to and sustain the neo-liberal economy. Hence, ‘quality education’ is not a
requirement,  but rather a basic level of education that provides minimum knowledge, the
relevant skills, and, above all, adaptability.
Therefore, although wages provide for the material, or physical, reproduction of the
forces of production, there is another requirement related to reproducing the labour power
–the appropriate skill or competence, as opposed to knowledge, required by the individual,
“to be set to work in the complex system of the process of production" (Althusser 1971: 3). In
a complex system of production, such as the current capitalist system of production, a diverse
set of skills are required by the worker in order to perform the required role at different levels
of the production process. Traditionally this ‘know-how’ was usually learnt on the spot, i.e.
through  an  apprenticeship  within  production  itself,  and  was  more  specific,  rather  than
diverse,  in  nature.  However,  in  contemporary  society  the  diversity  of  skills,  which  are
required, are provided for outside the system of production, most prominently through formal
education, i.e. the education system, but also through informal education, such as the family
and the media4.
Before this dissertation will turn to Althusser’s ideas concerning the specific role of
the  education  system,  as  an  Ideological  institution  in  society,  an  explanation  of  the
Repressive State  Apparatus (RSA) and Ideological  State  Apparatuses (ISAs) will  first  be
provided. The Repressive State Apparatus, according to Althusser, comprises a number of
different institutions – the police, the courts, the prisons, as well as the army; and, above all
of  these,  the  government  (in  the  form  of  the  ruling  parties)  and  head  of  state.  The
distinguishing factor of the RSA is that it functions primarily through repression, i.e. violence
in  its  varying  forms,  including  non-physical,  for  example,  “administrative-repression”
(Althusser 1971: 9). The important thing to note in Althusser’s description of the RSA is the
4 Although Althusser does refer to the media on occasion, as the communications
institution, he does not cover it in detail in this specific essay.
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form of power that he attributes to it, which is a negative and repressive power. In other
words, the different state institutions all use force, be it physical, as in the case of the police
or army, or non-physical, as in the case of administration or laws, to control society in certain
contexts. An example would be the police’s use of force to control civil unrest, such as was
the case when the African National Congress Youth League protested outside Luthuli House
in Johannesburg on the 29th of  August  2011,  regarding the disciplinary  hearing  of  Julius
Malema. This was a clear case where the RSA used force in order to ensure that the ruling
party (African National Congress) maintained its political power, since the protests brought
the leadership abilities of the ruling party, as well as the youth league’s loyalty to the ANC,
into question.  An even more recent example is  the Marikana miners’ strike,  in which 47
miners were shot dead, and many more injured, by the South African Police Service. In this
case the repression was directly linked to capitalism, since, not only were the miners striking
in  order  to  receive  better  remuneration  and improved living  conditions,  but  the  partially
stagnated  mines  were  losing  money  and  foreign  investors  were  threatening  to  withdraw
investments. Thus, in the name of capitalism, 47 people lost their lives, whilst the state deftly
‘washed their  hands’ of the matter  and used both the ‘aggressive’  miners,  as well  as the
police officers, as scapegoats.
While the RSA functions through repression, Althusser holds that the ISAs use a far
subtler form of control in the form of ideology, and “present themselves to the immediate
observer in a number of distinct and specialized institutions”, such as, but not restricted to,
the religious ISA (the countless church systems), the educational ISA (including public and
private schools), the family ISA, the political ISA, the legal ISA, the communications/media
ISA (press, radio, television etc), and the cultural ISA (literature, the arts, sport etc):
Each of them contributes towards this single result [the propagation of the dominant ideology] in the
way proper to it. The political apparatus by subjecting individuals to the political State ideology, the
‘indirect’  (parliamentary)  or  ‘direct’  (plebiscitary  or  fascist)  ‘democratic’  ideology.  The
communications apparatus by cramming every ‘citizen’ with daily doses of nationalism, chauvinism,
liberalism,  moralism,  etc,  by means of  the  press,  the  radio and  television.  The same goes  for  the
cultural apparatus (the role of sport in chauvinism is of the first importance), etc. (Althusser 1971: 15)
Two other jarring differences, in comparison to the RSA, that instantly come to mind when
examining the ISAs, are the multiplicity of ISAs, as opposed to the unified RSA, and the fact
that a large number of the ISAs belong to the private sector, which, technically speaking,
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should not be in the service of the state, but ultimately propagates the ideology of the ruling
class and the societal status quo.
However,  the most  important  difference  relates  to the nature  of  the power that  is
exercised through the ISAs. As mentioned in a preceding paragraph, the RSA employs a
negative, repressive form of power to achieve its functioning as a state apparatus, and a form
of power that is, in a manner of speaking, ‘visible’ to those whom it is exercised over. For
example, even a largely passive, non-physical exercise of repressive power, like the law that
forces motor vehicles to come to a halt at stop-signs, is still noticeable to the driver of the
vehicle, since the driver can choose whether or not to come to a halt - despite there being a
‘correct’ option and a set of possible consequences (depending on context) inherent to either
choice – and this ‘visibility’ is, arguably, present in the exercise of all forms of RSA power.
ISAs,  on  the  other  hand,  function  through  ideology,  which  Althusser  defines  as  the
“‘representation’  of  the  imaginary  relationship  of  individuals  to  their  real  conditions  of
existence”  (Althusser  1971:  29).  Each  ISA  is  therefore  tasked  with  creating  such  a
‘representation’, which, in turn, is connected to certain discourses, rituals and practices, in
which the subject  participates.  Ideology interpellates individuals  as subjects,  which is  the
process in which the individual recognises her/himself as subject5, creating the illusion that
the  individual  subscribes  to  the  values  and  practices  tied  to  the  ideology  in  a  free  and
authentic  capacity.  In  other  words,  an  individual  who  ‘lives  in  ideology’  is,  apart  from
occasional  and  transitory  internal  inconsistencies,  unaware  of  the  ideology’s  status  as
ideology,  i.e.  as  illusion,  and  ultimately  unaware  of  the  power  being  exercised  through
ideology. Therefore, unlike the negative power produced by the RSA, the power exercised
through the different ISAs is an internal power of which the individual is unaware, and it
transforms the individual into a subject, i.e. into a ‘self’ with a unique identity. Althusser
explains  the  complex,  yet  reciprocal,  relationship  between  the  subject  and  ideology  as
follows:
I say: the category of the subject is constitutive of all ideology, but at the same time and immediately I
add that the category of the subject is only constitutive of all ideology insofar as all ideology has the
function (which defines it) of ‘constituting ‘concrete individuals as subjects. (Althusser 1971: 24)
5Althusser  compares  the  notion  of  interpellation  to  being  “hailed”  by  a  police
officer in the street. The police officer calls out, “Hey you!” in public. Upon hearing this
call,  an  individual  turns  around,  and  “by  this  mere  one-hundred-and-eighty-degree
physical conversion, he becomes a subject” (Althusser 1971: 25).
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The ideas comprising the ideology are in turn “translated into actions and social practices and
come to be embedded in social ritual. Therefore, ideology is given a material existence that is
at once a distortion and implicated in the production of this distortion” (Youdell 2006: 516).
Althusser never really emphasises the positive nature of power, and rather focuses on power
as a possession that can, in turn, be exercised over others: “The whole of the political class
struggle revolves around the State...  i.e. the seizure and conservation of State power by a
certain  class  or  by  an  alliance  between  classes  or  class  fractions”  (Althusser  1971:  8).
However,  the  notion  of  positive  power  is  implicit  in  Althusser’s  theory  of  ideology  and
interpellation, as the power that is active within the process of interpellation is arguably a
creative form of power. Foucault’s conception of power as something ‘positive’ can therefore
be employed to render explicit that which is already implicit in the writing of Althusser, since
Foucault illustrates that power is not only repressive in nature, nor is it a mere possession, but
rather a multiplicity of relations that function productively at all levels of society. Foucault’s
elaborate  theory  of  power  will  be  discussed  in  more  detail  in  the  next  chapter  of  this
dissertation.
It is in the realm of ideology, as suggested by Althusser, in which the ruling class
retains its position of power in society.  Each ISA contributes  to the ruling ideology in a
certain  decisive  manner,  but  the  one  which  Althusser  identifies  as  the  most  prominent
ideological institution is the education system of a given society. The education institution
focuses on the child, a vulnerable and impressionable phase for any individual, and it steadily
and surely ‘drums’ the ideals and norms of society into the child over a period of many years,
for six to eight hours a day – in the South African context the basic education phase lasts ten
years, since it covers Grade R – 9. It by no means functions as the exclusive ideological
apparatus,  since institutions  such as  the  family,  the  media,  and religion  continue  to  play
dominant roles in the upbringing of a child, but it is arguably the most dominant, since no
other apparatus has such an obligatory role (children are enforced by the law to receive basic
education)  and for  such a  lengthy proportion of  the child’s  waking hours.  ‘Ideology and
Ideological  State  Apparatuses’  provides  a  very basic  summary of  what  is  usually  taught
within the education system and, although this summary is brief and simple, it nonetheless
captures  the  essence  of  most  education  systems  around  the  world,  including  the  South
African basic education system:
What do children learn at school? They go varying distances in their studies, but at any rate they learn
to read,  to write  and to add – i.e.  a number of techniques,  and a number of other  things as  well,
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including elements (which may be rudimentary or on the contrary thoroughgoing) of ‘scientific’ or
‘literary  culture’,  which are  directly  useful  in  the different  jobs in  production (one  instruction  for
manual workers, another for technicians, a third for engineers, a final one for higher management, etc.).
Thus they learn know-how. (Althusser 1971: 3)
While  all  these  elements,  mentioned  by  Althusser,  comprise  the  fundamental  skills,  or
know-how,  that  are  required  to  function  on  a  rudimentary  level  within  the  system  of
production, or at least to be adaptable within it,  the education system is also tasked with
teaching the correct behaviour to the individual: “rules of morality, civic and professional
conscience, which actually means rules of respect for the socio-technical division of labour
and ultimately the rules of the order established by class domination” (Althusser 1971: 4).
The  correct  behaviour  is  complemented  with  the  correct  use  of  language,  so  that  the
individual  can either  receive or give orders,  and be able  to  ‘speak in the right way’.  To
express this differently,  not only is it  the purpose of the education system to provide the
individual with the necessary skills required to perform the tasks innate to the production
system, but it should also reproduce the “submission to the rules of the established order, i.e.
a reproduction of submission to the ruling ideology for the workers, and a reproduction of the
ability  to  manipulate  the  ruling  ideology  correctly  for  the  agents  of  exploitation  and
repression, so that they, too, will provide for the domination of the ruling class ‘in words’”
(Althusser 1971: 4).
The  education  system  can  be  divided  into  three  stages,  each  producing  specific
subjects  with  specific  capabilities  and  roles  in  society.  The  first  stage,  which  often
exclusively consists of the basic education phase, as is the case in South Africa, lasts for
approximately eight to ten years (Grade R – 9), and produces a large amount of ‘workers’,
who are roughly sixteen years of age, and adaptable in many entry level positions of the
production  chain.  The  South  African  Qualifications  Authority  (SAQA)  refers  to  these
workers as flexible generalists, who are not trained to do a specific job, but rather trained to
be ‘employable’ and adaptable. In other words, they fulfil the societal “role of the exploited
with  a  ‘highly-developed’  ‘professional’,  ‘ethical’,  ‘civic’,  ‘national’  and  a-political
consciousness” (Althusser 1971: 16).
There are also those children who remain in the education system and continue their
studies  into the next  stage,  ‘Further  Education  and Training’  (FET),  which,  in  the South
African context, consists of Grades 10 - 12. Again, the large majority of remaining learners
exit at the end of the FET phase and assume the positions “of small and middle technicians,
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white-collar workers, small and middle executives, petty bourgeois of all kinds” (Althusser
1971: 15). Most of these individuals  also end up forming part  of the exploited labourers
(much like those who completed the basic education phase), and the rest assume the role of
agents of exploitation with the “ability to give the workers orders and speak to them: ‘human
relations’” (Althusser 1971: 16).
Finally, the minority of the students reach the final phase of education, i.e. Higher
Education, which consists of universities, technical colleges, and numerous other specialised
institutions. As a result of the specialized nature of higher education, these individuals either
pursue an academic career,  and intellectual  ‘semi-employment’  career paths, exit  into the
production chain as agents of exploitation in various managerial  positions,  or assume the
roles of “professional ideologists” with the “ability to treat consciousnesses with the respect,
i.e.  with the contempt,  blackmail,  and demagogy they deserve,  adapted  to the accents  of
Morality, of Virtue, of ‘Transcendence’, of the Nation, etc.” (Althusser 1971: 16).
Although each stage forms an integral part in the shaping of the individual members
of society, especially in terms of economic viability, among many other effects, the initial
basic  education  phase  is  arguably  the  most  important.  Not  only  is  it  the  longest  stage,
spanning ten years in the South African context, but it also deals with children at their most
impressionable and vulnerable period of development, especially in the primary school phase
(Grade R – 7).  Furthermore,  as suggested by SAQA, it  is  the phase which produces  the
flexible generalist, or rather, the phase that teaches the student the attributes of the flexible
generalist,  in order to prepare the student for ‘the working world’ - the production chain.
Further and higher education becomes more specialised, and, therefore, less valuable in terms
of adaptability in the production chain.
To summarise the section on ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses: Notes on
an Investigation’, Althusser provides this dissertation with the following insight and basis for
analysing the basic education system of South Africa: Firstly, that there are a large variety of
institutions that ensure the propagation of the ruling ideology, or discourses, and the societal
status quo, which in contemporary South African society consist of, but are not restricted to,
consumerism, capitalism and the capitalist mode of production. Secondly, these institutions
can be categorised as, either forming part of the Repressive State Apparatus, which functions
through various forms of repression, or one of the numerous Ideological State Apparatuses,
which  functions  through  ideology.  Thirdly,  that  the  RSA  does  not  function  exclusively
through repression, even though repression is its dominant form of control, but also employs
ideology  where  the  need  arises.  Similarly,  ISAs  do  not  operate  exclusively  in  terms  of
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ideology, but employ repression to a lesser extent as well. Fourthly, the institution with the
most dominant role in ensuring the propagation of the ruling ideology is the educational ISA,
which  functions  in  tandem  with  the  family  (conjointly  referred  to  as  the  school/family
couple), to produce the exploited labourers, the agents of exploitation, and the professional
ideologists among possible others. Finally, that the most crucial stage of the education system
is the initial stage – the basic education system – since it is during these years that the child is
most impressionable for ideology to take its root, and it is this phase that instils the values of
efficiency and adaptability within the child. 
The last two points are the most important in relation to the focus of this dissertation.
As  suggested  by  van  Schalkwyk in  relation  to  the  South  African  context,  “education  is
dependent on commerce and industry, whilst commerce and industry are also dependent on
education” (van Schalkwyk 1996: 27). Expressing it differently, education will empower the
learner on an economic level, allowing him/her to contribute to a ‘healthy’ economy, which,
in turn, “serves the ‘products’ of education,  namely, the pupils and students by providing
them with job opportunities where they can fulfil their mandates in part. Education attains its
goal  in  that  its  ‘products’  serve  the  community  as  civilised  and competent  people”  (van
Schalkwyk 1996: 27). This widely held belief, no doubt produced in the service of capitalism,
is  clearly  biased,  since  at  the  present  time  its  only  concern  is  the  strengthening  of  the
neo-liberal  economic  system.  In  fact,  the  South  African  Qualifications  Authority  clearly
states that “the new education and training system must be able to support the notion of an
adaptable workforce”, and that the country should develop “better ways of educating their
people and organising their education and training systems so that they might gain the edge in
an  increasingly  competitive  economic  global  environment”
(http://www.saqa.org.za/show.asp?id=776). 
While the ability to participate in economic activities is a pragmatic imperative for
survival in contemporary society, education, at least in theory, should also aspire to produce
critically  and politically  active  citizens,  who are  not  merely  spoken for  by the  dominant
discourses  of  society.  In  the  South  African  context,  this  critical  objective  is  increasingly
being sidelined in favour of economic viability, as can be noted in the recent educational
reform,  which  integrated  practical  training  and  traditional  education,  i.e.  academic
knowledge:  “In the past,  education  was seen as  an area  where  knowledge is  gained and
training as an area where skills are obtained... the NQF (National Qualifications Framework)
strives to join these two areas” (Mothata1998: 20). Hence, it is apparent that the education
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system is deeply rooted in capitalist ideology, and in turn, serves to produce individuals as
consumer-capitalist subjects.
Therefore, in Althusserian terms, it becomes apparent that South African society, with
its democratic-republican political system and its neoliberal economic system, predominantly
subscribes to capitalist ideology, which ensures the reproduction of the capitalist relations of
production  through  institutions  like  education.  Although  all  the  institutions  in  society,
whether repressive or ideological, contribute to the dominant ideology, the institution that
holds the largest stakes in its reproduction is the education system. Analysing the manner in
which repression and ideology are exercised and reinforced within the basic education system
will provide possible insight into the nature of the subjectivity produced by this institution.
The Basic Education System of South Africa will therefore be examined and discussed in
terms of its role as an ISA that endorses consumer-capitalist discourse, thereby reproducing
the relations of capitalist production. 
1.4  Basic  Education  in  South  Africa  and  the  Reproduction  of  the
Workforce
On  the  5th of  October  1995  the  South  African  Qualifications  Authority  (SAQA)  was
established,  which  consists  of  a  juristic  body  that  oversees  the  development  and
implementation of the National Qualifications Framework (NQF). The purposes of the NQF
are to establish national education and training standards or qualifications; and the provision
of “learning opportunities for learners regardless of age, circumstances, gender and level of
education” (Mothata 1998: 19). This was an attempt by the new democratic government to
create  a  unified  standard  of  education  across  South  African  society,  thereby  achieving  a
greater level of control over the education system and learner-development. Despite the sense
of multiculturalism that accompanied the numerous transformations during the transition to a
democratic society, the aim of SAQA was to develop an education framework that would
produce a very specific  form of subjectivity:  the flexible  generalist.  As mentioned in the
introduction  of  this  dissertation,  “‘Flexible  generalists’  are  people  equipped  with  the
necessary knowledge, skills and values to adjust readily to multiple career changes”, where
the “shift in thinking is from education for employment – the ability to do a specific job – to
education for employability – developing the ability to adapt acquired skills to new working
environments” (SAQA). This notion of a ‘flexible generalist’ is hardly explained in detail by
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SAQA; hence,  this  dissertation aims to provide a clearer  explanation  of its  conditions  of
production, characteristics, and role in society.
In order for the individual to be interpellated as the flexible generalist, who is required
to contribute to the national economy by assuming a position in the production chain, the
basic education system needs to reproduce consumer-capitalist ideology. Hence, by referring
to Althusser’s theories discussed in relation to the South African socio-economic context, this
dissertation will analyse the basic education system as an Ideological State Apparatus, which
is  underpinned  by  neo-liberal  economic  discourses  and  practices.  Importantly,  attention
should be paid to the manner in which certain concepts within the basic education system, for
example efficiency or critical thinking, are “treated as though they were neutral and technical
matters, rather than being tied to particular interests” (Ball 1990: 155). Indeed, when taking
efficiency as an example,  it  becomes apparent that this concept is presented as inherently
‘good’,  whilst  the  costs  involved  for  learners  to  achieve  greater  efficiency  is  hardly
addressed: “intensification, loss of autonomy, closer monitor and appraisal, non-participation
in decision making, lack of personal development through work” are but a few examples of
the effects of efficiency (Ball 1990: 155). Therefore, when examining the discourses intrinsic
to the structure and objectives of the basic education system, the question that should be
asked is ‘who or what benefits from these various outcomes and objectives?’ The following
three  elements  of  the  basic  education  system  will  be  analysed:  the  motives  behind  the
educational reform; the major objective of each phase of the basic education system; and the
character of the critical and developmental outcomes, as well as the specific outcomes.
The first element that will be examined is the motives behind the education reform in
South Africa, in the wake of the transformation to a democratic society. Although the short
version of this is to attribute the reform of the education system to the telos of a democratic
form of education that includes all races and economic backgrounds, Fanie Pretorius provides
an accurate account of the reasons for the change to an Outcomes-Based Education (OBE) in
the South African context, as well as numerous other countries. These motives include, but
are not restricted to, the emergence of the global economy, rapid technological development,
and changes in the organisation of work.
The emergence of the global economy is especially relevant to education because of
the intense economic  competition  between countries.  As indicated by Pretorius,  the USA
dominated the global economic landscape “for many years after the Second World War. The
reason was that many of the developed economies had been weakened by the war, while
numerous other countries were underdeveloped” (Pretorius 1998: vi). However, the majority
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of countries in Europe and Asia eventually recovered and, further benefitting from factors
such  as  decolonisation,  have  increased  their  competitiveness  within  the  global  economy.
Subsequently,  the  USA’s  position  at  the  pinnacle  of  the  global  economy  has  declined
throughout  the  1970s  and 80s,  and,  according  to  the  US Department  of  Education,  “the
country’s competitiveness has become an ‘...  issue of critical  importance’  for the nation”
(Cited in Pretorius 1998: vi). Educational reform was deeply influenced by the competitive
nature of the global economy, since
(i)n order to be economically more competitive, the leading economies believe that a country should
invest  in  a  dynamic  corps  of  workers.  In  this  process,  high  educational  standards  are  of  critical
importance.  This  is  the  reason  why  Guthrie  and  Pierce  (1990:  14)  believe  that  educational
transformation in Britain, for instance, has its origins in the desire “... to become economically more
competitive” and also “... to restore Britain’s economic competitiveness by improving the quality and
availability of appropriate education”. (Pretorius 1998: vi)
South Africa is no exception to this ‘need’ to become a competitor in the global economy. As
stated by SAQA in regard to quality education in South Africa, “the increased skills base of
the  workforce  has  a  wider  implication  namely  the  enhancement  of  the  functional  and
intellectual capability of the nation, thereby increasing our chances for success in the global
community” (SAQA). Thus, by implication,  the current South African Education System,
which  is  modelled  on  OBE,  has  as  one  of  its  main  objectives  the  strengthening  of  the
workforce in order to compete in the global economy. SAQA views being active in the global
economy as an imperative, positive factor, whilst ignoring (or possibly remaining blind to)
the numerous negative effects such an economically driven education system could have on
its participants. In fact, as will be illustrated in the section on disciplinary power within the
education system, the emphasis on efficiency in economic terms comes at the cost of critical
and political capabilities.
The second factor in the reform of the education system is the  rapid technological
development that  accompanied  the  rise  of  the  international  economy  and  the  intense
economic competition that  has accompanied it.  The general  belief  is that technology is a
means to  a brighter  future and that  countries  that  fail  to  keep abreast  with technological
developments will fall behind, resulting in the decline of the general standard of living of the
nation.  The enhanced  productivity  that  is  required  for  a  country  to  remain  economically
competitive  “is  made  possible  by  technological  change”  (Pretorius  1998:  vi).  However,
constantly  changing  technology  requires  a  highly-skilled  workforce  that  can  handle  the
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dynamic nature of technology, and employ it successfully within the production process. As a
result, “the retraining of the existing corps of workers, lifelong education and the creation of
a culture of learning have become major priorities. Modern economics have their roots deeply
imbedded in science and technology. Thus, these subjects receive greater emphasis in the
provision of education”6 (Pretorius  1998:  vi).  One need only turn to  the work of Martin
Heidegger to realise that technology is never a neutral tool that can be used as a means to
attain  specific  results,  but  that  it  accompanies  a  certain  mode  of  revealing  the  real  that
influences the manner in which the subject experiences the self, society and existence as a
whole.  Heidegger  refers  to  this  form of  revealing  the  real  as  “Enframing”  –  a  mode of
revealing that orders reality as ‘standing reserve’, reducing everything within it,  including
nature  and  humans,  to  incessantly  optimized  resources,  that  can  be  used,  exploited  and
replaced (Heidegger 1977). In other words, technology not only functions as a tool within the
production  chain,  but  also  ‘challenges’  the  individual,  through  Enframing,  to  treat  other
humans and nature as resources to be exploited in the name of economic gain. The three
learning areas that correspond to this focus on technology in the basic education system of
South Africa are Natural Sciences, Technology, and Economic and Management Sciences.
The final factor in the reform of the education system is changes in the organisation
of work.  According to Pretorius,  the old model of production,  in which the “worker was
simply ‘a cog in a machine’” under the constant direction of management has been replaced
by the so-called “high performance work organisations” (Pretorius 1998: vii), in which the
traditional  “levels  of  management  are  eliminated,  while  frontline  workers  have  more
managerial responsibilities, such as the improvement of operational projects, problem solving
and quality control” (US Department of Education 1993: 17 – 18). Particular emphasis is
placed on teamwork, efficient communication and co-operation between employees in the
workplace. However, these so-called “high performance work organisations” are extremely
scarce in society and the majority of existing organisations still place great faith in traditional
managerial structures and the notion of efficiency that accompanies them. This dissertation
posits that the so-called changes in the organisation of work are merely used as an excuse to
increase or intensify the generalised nature of education, whilst avoiding specialisation of any
kind.  Furthermore,  by  stressing  the  importance  of  teamwork  and  co-operation,  which  is
clearly  visible  in  the  proliferation  of  group-work  in  the  OBE  system,  compliance  and
teamwork is ensured within the workplace. A worker either works as part of a team, thereby
6 See also Ashton, Green and Lowe (1993) PP 125; Guthrie and Pierce (1990) PP
180 – 181.
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guaranteeing productivity, or is replaced by one who will. Most of the learning areas within
the basic education system contain a large number of group-work tasks, especially during the
intermediate phase.
When considering each of  the afore-mentioned factors  responsible  for  educational
reform, it becomes apparent that the vast majority of the developments in the basic education
system are aimed at economic productivity, and therefore support consumer-capitalist culture.
Indeed, the implementation of these motives can be noticed in the major objectives of each
phase in the basic education system. As indicated earlier in this chapter, the South African
basic education system can be divided into three phases, each forming part of the process that
eventually produces the flexible generalist. The basic education stage includes the foundation
phase (Grade R – 3), the intermediate phase (Grades 4, 5 and 6), and the senior phase (Grades
7,  8  and  9).  Importantly,  the  basic  education  system  “comprises  ten  years  of  free  and
compulsory general education” (African National Congress 1994: 10), and in South Africa
the  “vast  majority  of  schools  are  public  schools,  administered  and funded by the  state”,
demonstrating how much emphasis the government and society place on the need to expose
each  member  of  society  to  the  organization  and  content  of  the  basic  education  system
(Claassen 1996: 472). For this reason, a brief discussion of the objective of each phase of the
basic education system of South Africa will reveal a great deal concerning the manner in
which it propagates neo-liberal economic principles.
The foundation phase, which includes Grade R to 3, focuses on a number of learning
programmes that are based on the major themes of literacy, numeracy, and life-skills. The
learning programmes include home language, handwriting and mathematics. Other than the
basic  skills  that  allow  communication  and  numerical  literacy,  the  overall  goal  of  the
foundation phase is “to provide learners with the opportunity to develop to their full potential
as  active,  responsible  and  fulfilled  citizens”  (Department  of  Education  2002:  15).  The
meaning of “active, responsible and fulfilled citizens”, which this dissertation will refer to as
the ‘normalized citizen’ in relation to Foucault’s genealogical theory, depends on the nature
of  the  particular  context,  which,  in  contemporary  South  Africa,  assumes  the  form  of
consumer-capitalist culture and functions through bio-disciplinary power. As a result, the first
step in the education process is to prepare the child for the remainder of her/his stay within
the educational institution,  since along with the basic literacy skills,  the main focus is on
discipline, which includes a large variety of techniques and discourses that will be discussed
in Chapter 2 of this dissertation.
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It is reasonable to propose that for the purpose of ensuring the successful disciplining
of the child, the foundation phase of the basic education system was extended to pre-primary
education in the form of Grade R (Reception) – “a compulsory, state-funded ‘reception’ year,
which replaces the previous final pre-primary year and becomes the introductory year of an
integrated four-year lower primary programme” (Claassen 1996: 475). Consequently, a far
greater level of state involvement in the form of funding and policy formulation is present in
the  pre-primary  ‘reception’  year,  and the  foundation  phase as  a  whole,  than  ever  before
(African National Congress 1994: 91 – 93). By extending the education system to an even
younger age, the discipline and normalization of the child can begin earlier, and, therefore, be
more pervasive and successful.
The intermediate phase includes Grades 4, 5 and 6 and focuses on the same learning
areas as the rest  of the education system, but in slightly more detail  than the foundation
phase. Curriculum-wise, emphasis is placed on  the understanding of the interrelationships
between learning areas, events, people and materials, as well as the importance of “group
and  project  work”  (Janse  van  Rensburg  1998a:  21).  The  emphasis  on  group  work  and
peer-assessment clearly requires a level of discipline established by the previous phase, but
also continues the disciplining and normalizing of the individual. As mentioned earlier in this
section, group work is a core requirement for the workplace, since it ensures compliancy and
efficiency, whilst eliminating any form of individual non-productivity (on the assumption, of
course, that everyone does their share; but even if they do not, compliance is ensured on pain
of the active members of a group censuring the non-active ones). Group work is also a core
element in the normalizing (which will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2 and 3) processes of
society, since it not only prepares the learner for the disciplinary machine that is society and
which the learner must form part of, but also functions as a type of examination, which will
be  dealt  with  in  detail  in  the  section  on  disciplinary  power,  in  which  the  individual  is
examined and judged in relation to his/her contribution and effectiveness in the group. In
similar fashion, peer assessment assumes the form of normalizing judgement, in which the
child is trained, from the earliest  of ages, to judge her/his fellow learners in relation to a
desired  outcome  or  norm.  In  other  words,  while  the  appropriate  skills  required  for  the
production  chain  are  taught  on  the  one  hand,  the  child  is  also  being  disciplined  and
normalized as a ‘part of the societal whole’ on the other.
The final phase in the basic education system of South Africa is the senior phase and
includes Grade 7, 8 and 9. Grade 9 is regarded as the exit point in the basic education system,
and  at  the  point  of  completion  the  learners  receive  “a  General  Education  and  Training
24
Certificate” (Department of Education 2002: 19). Thus, it is the point at which the learner
exits the formal education system and enters society as a flexible generalist. The emphasis of
this phase is, therefore,  the preparation of the learner for life after school, including “the
world  of  work,  institutions  of  further  learning  and life  in  general”  (Janse  van Rensburg
1998a: 21). Hence, the learning areas in the senior phase are focused on informing learners
about “career opportunities; further learning opportunities, entrepreneurial opportunities; and
their rights as citizens in a democratic society” (Janse van Rensburg 1998a: 21). The overt
adherence to economic principles is again apparent, but, contrary to the stated outcomes, do
not reach some sort of pinnacle during this phase.  Instead, this is merely the final phase in
the nine year process that produces the flexible generalist – an individual that is expected to
be adaptable and compliant in the different roles he/she might assume in society.
Therefore,  the  major  objectives  of  the  education  system  as  a  whole  can  be
summarised  as  follows:  basic  literacy  skills  and  discipline  in  the  foundation  phase;  the
interrelated nature of the learning areas (perhaps in economic terms) and the importance of
group work in the intermediate phase; as well as the preparation of the learner for life after
school (particularly career and entrepreneurial opportunities) in the senior phase. In terms of
these objectives it is clear that the basic education system assumes the economic as its major
concern.  However,  when  turning  to  the  actual  content  of  the  learning  areas,  certain
contradictions begin to surface, as can be noted in the stated outcomes for each learning area.
As suggested by Ball, during the structuring of the educational curriculum attempts are made
to “displace”  content  related to  moral  and cultural  identity,  as well  as politics,  “with the
imperatives  of  administrative  efficacy”  (Ball  1990:  154).  Therefore,  although  certain
outcomes may seem to promote notions such as critical and creative thinking, these notions
are either displaced by administrative procedures, such as the rigorous continuous assessment
filing system, or contradicted by outcomes that promote efficiency or economic interests.
Outcomes-based  education  takes  the  end-result  as  its  focus,  and,  therefore,  “the
development of an outcomes-based curriculum will have as its starting point the intended
results  of  the  learning  experience”  (Janse  van  Rensburg  1998a:  27).  The  outcomes  are
divided into two groups, namely, the ironically titled  critical and developmental outcomes,
which  refer  to  the  “broader  intended  results  of  education  and  training”,  and  specific
outcomes,  which  “are  linked  to  a  particular  context  or  to  a  learning  area”  (Janse  van
Rensburg 1998a: 28). The neo-liberal underpinnings of the education system of South Africa
become even more apparent when examining the nature of these outcomes. 
25
The content and structure of the curriculum focuses on the integration of traditional
education,  i.e.  academic  knowledge,  which  is  supposedly  represented  by  the  specific
outcomes, and practical training in relevant economic and career skills, which is represented
by  the  critical  outcomes,  or  ‘training  outcomes’.  The  purpose  of  the  critical  and
developmental outcomes is to teach the learners the “knowledge, skills, attitudes and values”
that will “help them to be successful in life in a variety of contexts and also contribute to their
communities and the country as a whole”, and are therefore behaviourally focused (Janse van
Rensburg 1998a: 29). This reminds one of Althusser’s suggestion that the education system
not only provides the learner with the knowledge and skills to pursue a ‘career’, but must also
reproduce  the  “submission  to  the  rules  of  the  established  order,  i.e.  a  reproduction  of
submission  to  the  ruling  ideology  for  the  workers,  and  a  reproduction  of  the  ability  to
manipulate the ruling ideology correctly for the agents of exploitation and repression, so that
they, too, will provide for the domination of the ruling class ‘in words’” (Althusser 1970: 4).
This notion becomes evident when considering some of the “critical outcomes” themselves,
which seem to cater for the economic, as learners should be able to 
work effectively with others as a member of a team, group, organisation and community as well as
organise and manage themselves and their activities responsibly and effectively... In order to contribute
to the full  personal  development  of  each  learner  and the social  and economic  development  of the
society at large, any programme of learning should also make the individual aware of the importance
of... exploring education and career opportunities and developing entrepreneurial opportunities (Janse
van Rensburg 1998a: 29).
The learner is therefore required to learn the appropriate behaviour within society, especially
in  relation  to  economic  principles,  such  as  career  planning,  workplace  norms  and
entrepreneurial  prospects.  Although  mention  is  made  of  ‘critical’  outcomes,  such  as  the
ability to “identify and solve problems in which responses show that responsible decisions,
using  critical  and  creative  thinking,  have  been  made”,  the  actual  implementation  of  the
processes  of  these  outcomes  are  not  clearly  delineated  within  the  learning  areas  and,  as
mentioned earlier, displaced by administrative elements or contradicted. A vague reference is
made that “these [critical] outcomes have to be reflected in all the specific outcomes which
relate to particular areas of learning” (Department of Education 2002: 10 - 11). Indeed, even
the specific outcomes that endorse the notion of so-called “critical  and creative thinking”
merely  operate  from  a  consumer-capitalist  discursive  framework,  and  in  most  cases
contradict other outcomes within the same, or different, learning area. For example, within
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the natural sciences learning area, one outcome states that natural science must “contribute to
the development of responsible, sensitive and scientifically literate citizens who can critically
debate scientific issues and participate in an informed way in democratic decision-making
processes” (Janse van Rensburg 1998a: 33). This is contradicted by another outcome that
states  that  natural  science  should  provide  individuals  with  the  knowledge  and  skills  to
manage and efficiently utilize natural resources (Department of Education 1997). The latter
outcome,  which  refers  to  the  incessant  use of  natural  resources  for  production  purposes,
clearly  contradicts  the  former  outcome  that  endorses  critical  scientific  decision  making.
When considering the South African context, with its dominant consumer-capitalist culture, it
is not difficult to guess which one of these two outcomes would generally receive precedence
on an  educational  level.  Notably,  a  latent  critical  drive is  arguably  implicit  to  numerous
learning  areas,  for  example  the  study  of  critical  literature  in  the  Language  and
Communication  learning  area,  but,  due  to  the  overwhelming  career-driven  focus  of  the
education system as a whole, as well as the ample amounts of administrative duties of the
teachers, these critical learning opportunities are rarely capitalised on.
Furthermore, the knowledge and skills that are required to adapt within the production
chain in numerous different positions of employment are provided by the specific outcomes
of the eight  core learning areas of the education system, namely Language,  Literacy and
Communication;  Human  and  Social  Sciences;  Technology;  Mathematical  Literacy,
Mathematics and Mathematical Sciences; Natural Sciences; Arts and Culture; Economic and
Management Sciences; and, finally, Life Orientation. The specific outcomes of each learning
area provides the learner with the appropriate ‘know-how’ in order to function successfully
within society and as a member of the workforce. For example, the Language, Literacy and
Communication learning area is said to enable the individual to communicate and “participate
socially, politically, economically, culturally and spiritually” (Department of Education 2002:
11).  However,  this  ‘language’  being  taught  is  ultimately  in  service  to  the  prominent
discursive framework of society, i.e. consumer-capitalist culture, since language is taught as a
skill to be employed in different situations, whilst the power-relations inherent to  language
and communication are not studied at  all.  Thus,  the Language learning area provides the
learner with basic literacy skills in the form of reading and writing, which is required from
most members in the workforce if the production chain is to function efficiently (Althusser
1971:  3).  On  the  other  hand,  a  learning  area  such  as  technology  is  far  more  overtly
industry-focused, enabling the individual to attain outcomes such as the understanding and
ability to “apply the technological process to solve problems and satisfy needs and wants in
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society”,  and  create  “more  positive  attitudes,  perceptions  and  aspirations  towards
technology-based careers” (Janse van Rensburg 1998a: 32). In other words, as indicated by
Althusser, the specific outcomes produced by the various learning areas “are directly useful
in  the  different  jobs  in  production  (one  instruction  for  manual  workers,  another  for
technicians, a third for engineers, a final one for higher management, etc.)” (Althusser 1971:
3).
Thus,  when  considering  the  general  nature  of  the  critical  outcomes  and  specific
outcomes on which OBE is based, it is plausible to suggest that the contemporary education
system of South Africa, which yet adheres to an OBE structure and curriculum, propagates
consumer-capitalist discourse and, among other institutions, ensures the reproduction of the
conditions of capitalist production. This sentiment is corroborated by van Schalkwyk who
asserts that “the functions of an educational structure are to create and organise teaching and
learning situations that will provide... for the rightful and differentiated demands, especially
with regard to vocational needs, made by society” (van Schalkwyk 1996: 13).
Along with the economic nature of the objectives, outcomes, and actual content of the
basic education system, the elements that contribute significantly to the production of the
flexible generalist are the normalizing and disciplinary processes the learner is exposed to on
a daily basis. Stating it differently, one can argue that one of the major roles of the basic
education system is  the institutionalization of the child,  who, as argued by Jean-Fran oisҫ
Lyotard,  at  this  early  stage  of  development,  embodies  a  certain  “savageness”  that
incorporates both the human and inhuman:
Shorn of speech, incapable of standing upright, hesitating over the objects of its interests, not able to
calculate its advantages, not sensitive to common reason, the child is eminently the human because its
distress heralds and promises things possible. Its initial delay in humanity, which makes it the hostage
of the adult community, is also what manifests to this community the lack of humanity it is suffering
from, and which calls on it to become more human. (Lyotard 1991: 3 – 4)
In order for the child to adapt to the extreme institutionalized and disciplinary environment of
consumer-capitalist  society,  and  thus  become  more  (in)human,  a  level  of  discipline  and
compliancy needs to be established. Hence, the early years are of extreme importance in the
normalizing process of the child, especially if the learner is to become a flexible generalist
who is expected to contribute to the national workforce and economy. The basic education of
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the  child  is  the  means  to  ensure  this  institutionalization  and  normalization,  yet  arguably
comes at the cost of relatively autonomous thinking.
Before analysing the disciplinary techniques and practices that produce the ‘docile
body’, i.e. the flexible generalist, this dissertation will interpret the ideological representation
of the flexible generalist and illustrate how this particular ideology interpellates individuals as
subjects. When considering the three elements of the basic education discussed above – the
motives  behind  the  educational  reform;  the  major  objective  of  each  phase  of  the  basic
education system; and the character of the critical and developmental outcomes, as well as
the  specific  outcomes –  it  becomes  apparent  that  the  basic  education  system  endorses
consumer-capitalist ideology by adopting a largely career-driven focus. As stated earlier in
this chapter, ideology is the “‘representation’ of the imaginary relationship of individuals to
their  real  conditions  of  existence”  (Althusser  1971:  29),  and  this  ideology  interpellates
individuals  as  subjects  of  a  specific  type.  Althusser  holds  that  all  ideology  functions  in
relation to an “Absolute Subject” (note the capital letters) of which all the other subjects are
reflections. In this case, the “Absolute Subject” is the flexible generalist in its varying forms,
for example,  the industrious factory worker;  the dedicated single mother;  the ‘young and
upcoming’ entrepreneur, or, indeed, a combination of these, as the flexible generalist should,
after  all,  be  ‘flexible’7.  Since  the  basic  education  system focuses,  for  the  most  part,  on
creating  ‘responsible’,  adaptable  and career  driven individuals,  the  learners  progressively
identify  with  these  varying  “Absolute  Subjects”,  eventually  adhering  to  specific,  yet
numerable, archetypes8. 
Next, the “individual  is interpellated as a (free) subject in order that he/she shall
submit freely  to the commandments of the Subject,  i.e.  in order that she/he shall (freely)
accept her/his subjection” (Althusser 1971: 29). In other words, this refers to the individual’s
belief that she/he is autonomously subscribing to a given ideology and that she/he is freely
choosing to participate in the practices and beliefs connected to the ideology. In relation to
the flexible  generalist,  this  would include,  among countless other options,  the ‘choice’ of
obtaining  a  basic  education  in  order  to  become  an  economically  viable  and  responsible
citizen, or ‘choosing’ to pursue further studies that will lead to a more specialized career. 
7 It is plausible to suggest that all  these subject archetypes can fall  under the
flexible generalist, since all represent economically adaptable and viable individuals who
fulfil their roles within society responsibly,  whilst ultimately being docile bodies in the
mould of bio-disciplinary power.
8 Notably, subjects do not follow the practices and discourses to the letter in a
‘machine-like’ fashion, and, indeed, often ‘stray from the correct path’. However, this is
merely  viewed  as  “bad”  or  incorrect  behaviour  that  does  not  suit  the  true  subject
(Althusser 1971: 30).
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Finally,  according  to  Althusser,  ideology  ensures  “the  absolute  guarantee  that
everything really is so, and on condition that the subjects recognize what they are and behave
accordingly,  everything will  be all  right:  Amen – ‘So be it’” (Althusser 1971: 29). What
Althusser is referring to in this quotation is the promise, and belief, that the subject can reach
the state  of the Absolute  Subject,  on the condition that  he/she remains  committed to the
practices and discourses of the ideology. If this is the case, the interpellation was successful
and the individual becomes the subject (never the Absolute Subject), which, in relation to the
basic  education  system,  is  the  flexible  generalist.  The  promise  innate  to  the  telos of  the
flexible generalist is the notion of economic empowerment, which, in itself, is increasingly
being viewed as a form of supposed ‘liberation’ and ‘self-actualisation’. However, as will be
illustrated  in  the  next  section  on  disciplinary  power within  the  formation  of  the  flexible
generalist, the adherence to a neo-liberal economic subjectivity, in most cases, renders the
subject critically and politically ineffective.
In  conclusion  of  Chapter  1,  this  dissertation  will  provide  a  brief  summary  of  the  South
African socio-economic context and the role of the basic education system as an Ideological
State Apparatus. In relation to Althusser’s Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses, South
African  society’s  neo-liberal  economy  requires  the  numerous  institutions  of  society  to
interpellate individuals as subjects through and of capitalist ideology. Institutions such as the
family  and  the  media  play  a  prominent  role,  ensuring  the  continued  success  of
consumer-capitalist culture. However, as aptly stated by Althusser, the educational institution
assumes  the  most  prominent  role  in  this  regard,  since  the  individual  spends  the  most
impressionable  years  within  the  education  system.  Education  and  the  economy  are  also
intertwined,  as  different  levels  of  education  could  lead  to  different  levels  of  economic
empowerment,  whilst  a  stable  economic  background  is  required  to  receive  ‘quality
education’.  Therefore,  it  is  plausible  to suggest that  the basic  education  system of South
Africa,  as  part  of  the  educational  institution,  interpellates  learners  through
consumer-capitalist discourse. In this regard, the flexible generalist, the form of subjectivity
that consumer-capitalist ideology produces, develops “the ability to adapt acquired skills to
new working environments”, and thereby strengthens the economy (SAQA).
However,  consumer-capitalist  discourse  would  not  be  successful  without  the
‘normalizing’  effects  of  ‘disciplinary  power’.  Therefore,  the  exploration  of  the  basic
education system’s role as ISA will  be followed by an analysis  of Foucault’s  account  of
normalizing  techniques,  practices  and discourses  that  are  inherent  to  the  basic  education
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system. These normalizing procedures allow the efficient distribution of disciplinary power
and produce the ‘docile body’. Subsequently, the correlation between the flexible generalist
and the docile body will be established, illustrating that the flexible generalist is a form of
subjectivity that requires economic viability, whilst being critically and politically impotent.
However,  the actual  education  system is  only one (formal)  element  within the education
process that produces the flexible generalist and, therefore, the docile body is only one side of
the nature of this particular subjectivity. In order to understand the flexible generalist in a
more complete sense, the role of the ‘deployment of sexuality’ and the practice of confession
must also be explored. This dissertation posits that, contrary to Althusser’s suggestion that
the “school-family couple” is the most prominent institution-couple in the production of the
dominant ideology of society, the school-media couple forms the basis and core of the child’s
education  in  contemporary  society.  Therefore,  Chapter  3  will  not  only  analyse  the
deployment of sexuality within the formal education of the South African learner, but also the
way  in  which  informal  education  such  as  the  media,  particularly  television  and  film,
perpetuate the deployment of sexuality and the practice of confession, and operate alongside
the disciplinary power produced by the education system to turn individuals  into flexible
generalists.
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CHAPTER  2  –  DISCIPLINARY  POWER  AND  THE
PRODUCTION OF THE FLEXIBLE GENERALIST
Either you think, or else others have to think for you and take power from you, pervert and discipline your
natural tastes, civilize and ‘sterilize’ you. – F. Scott Fitzgerald (1934)
Although Althusser provides insight into the production of subjectivity, which illustrates how
institutions disseminate ideology, thereby interpellating individuals, this dissertation aims to
employ  the  genealogical  theory  of  Foucault  to  determine  the  character  of  the  flexible
generalist.  Foucault’s  disciplinary power is  very similar  to Althusser’s take on repressive
power, but provides a more complex account of the machinations of this particular form of
power, and the manner in which it aids in producing docility within the subject. Similarly,
Althusser’s  ideology  resonates  with  Foucault’s  bio-power,  a  multifaceted  notion  which
focuses on the power over life, as will be explored later in this dissertation. Notably, Foucault
always illustrates the role of the ‘ideological’ and the ‘repressive’, to varying degrees, in both
disciplinary-  and  bio-power,  whilst  Althusser,  although  aware  of  the  presence  of  both
ideology and repression within institutions, mostly focuses on a single element in his study.
The  primary  difference  between  the  two theorists  is  Althusser’s  blatant  Marxist  agenda.
Foucault refrains from prescriptive theory as far as possible in Discipline and Punish, as well
as The History of Sexuality Volume 1, and often states that he is simply “writing a history of
the present”. This dissertation, in similar fashion to Foucault, does not support a Neo-Marxist
agenda  and  does  not  aim  to  vilify  capitalism  and  modernisation  discourses  as  society’s
‘bane’.  However,  it  intends  to  illustrate  how  the  dominant  discourses  of  South  African
society produce subjects that are economically viable, thereby supporting consumer-capitalist
culture, but are, for the most part, critically and politically impotent.
2.1 South African (Carceral) Society
In  Discipline and Punish – The Birth of the Prison (1975)  Foucault  sets out to trace the
manner in which punishment and control, specifically in relation to the modern penal system,
have  changed  as  a  result  of  a  host  of  accumulating  micro-practices  that  brought  about
fundamental changes in discourse and power relations, and, in turn, how this change in the
distribution and functioning of the power to punish affected society in general. Of importance
to this dissertation is the form of power – disciplinary power –that Foucault identifies within
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this text, as well as the discourses and technologies linked to this particular form of power,
which, as Foucault often suggests in Discipline and Punish, operates in the education system.
Moreover, these disciplinary discourses and practices form an integral part of modernised
South African society, in which a state of discipline and efficiency has become the desired
norm. Unlike the theory of Althusser, which focused on the distribution of ideology on a
macro  scale  (in  the  form  of  the  RSA  and  ISA’s),  Foucault’s  theory  examines
micro-technologies on the level of the body, and, therefore, provides further insight into the
manner in which discourse (and ideology) produce subjects.
Before examining Foucault’s genealogical account of the development of disciplinary
power  in  modern  society,  this  dissertation  will  explore  Foucault’s  unique  conception  of
power-relations that he discusses in  The History of Sexuality:  An Introduction,  Volume 1
(1978),  which  will  be dealt  with in  detail  in  Chapter  3  of  the  dissertation  in  relation  to
‘bio-power’s’  role  in  the  formation  of  the  flexible  generalist.  An acute  understanding of
Foucault’s conception of power will clarify his method and findings in both Discipline and
Punish and  The History of Sexuality, and will highlight the importance of power-relations
within everyday institutions, such as the education institution, in terms of the construction of
subjectivity.
Foucault’s  conception  of  power  is  radically  different  from  the  general  Western
conception of power, which Foucault terms as ‘juridico-discursive’ power, a repressive force
that is usually the property of an individual or group. According to Foucault this particular
form of power “only has the force of the negative on its side,  a power to say no; in no
condition to produce, capable only of posting limits, it  is basically anti-energy” (Foucault
1998: 85). The character of this juridico-discursive form of power is essentially juridical in
nature,  focusing  only  on  laws,  regulations  and  taboos,  and  its  forms  of  domination  and
subjugation  aim  to  achieve  obedience  in  the  subject.  Foucault  holds,  however,  that  this
conception of power is incomplete, since it is blind to an entire and crucial side of power as a
productive force.
Unlike the juridico-discursive conception of power, Foucault conceives of power as
being all-encompassing. It exists in every relation, and subservience, as well as subjection,
far from being a lack of power, is simply a different manifestation of it. Foucault provides
one with five propositions regarding power: First, that power is not a ‘property’ to be owned
by a group or individual. Rather, that “power is exercised from innumerable points, in the
interplay of nonegalitarian and mobile relations” (Foucault 1998: 94). Second, power is not a
factor  external  to  knowledge relationships  or  economic  processes,  but  it  functions  within
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these relationships and determines their internal structure: “they are the immediate effects of
the  divisions,  inequalities,  and  disequilibriums  which  occur  in  the  latter  [relations],  and
conversely they are the internal  conditions  of these differentiations” (Foucault  1998: 94).
Third, power is not exclusively exercised in a hierarchical manner, but is present at all levels
of society, independent of the ‘ruling’ or dominant powers. Fourth, that rational strategies and
causal design are present within power relations,  but these strategies and designs are not
directed by an individual or group. Fifth, resistance is an integral part of power relations, and
not external to it. Indeed, points of resistance appear through all power-relations and function
as  mechanisms  of  power-change.  The  very  existence  of  power-relations  “depends  on  a
multiplicity of points of resistance: these play the role of adversary, target, support, or handle
in power relations... Hence there is no single locus of great Refusal, no soul of revolt, source
of all rebellions, or pure law of the revolutionary... Instead there is a plurality of resistances”
(Foucault 1998: 95-96).
Finally, of utmost importance in understanding Foucault’s conception of power is the
central role of discourse. According to Foucault, it is in discourse “that power and knowledge
are joined together” (Foucault 1998: 100). In turn, discourse, in as much as it is a union of
power  and  knowledge  relations,  subjects  the  individual,  allowing  the  discourse  to  speak
through  the  individual  and,  in  the  process, producing  subjectivity.  However,  although
“discourse transmits and produces power...  [it]  also undermines and exposes it,  renders it
fragile and makes it possible to thwart it” (Foucault 1998: 101). In other words, it is through
the  power-knowledge  relations  inherent  in  discourse  that  individuals  are  produced  as
subjects,  but by subscribing to an opposing discourse (and therefore being able to escape
discursive  determinism),  the  subject  may  regain  a  measure  of  relative  autonomy,  and
undermine the dominant discourses perpetuated by society.
In  light  of  Foucault’s  account  of  power-relations,  this  dissertation  now  turns  to
Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, which traces the genealogy of disciplinary
power  and  the  discourses  and  practices  that  ultimately  produce  the  docile  body.  This
dissertation  aims  to  present  Foucault’s  account  of  contemporary  society  as  a  ‘carceral’
society,  which Foucault equates in principle with the modern penitentiary,  since time and
space are increasingly being regimented within societal institutions across the board, whilst
panoptical surveillance continues to pervade society at an increasing rate. Additionally, the
very discourses dealt with by Foucault in his study of modern prisons and carceral society,
may be shown as forming the basis for the structure and practices of the South African basic
education system. The latter, therefore, lays the foundation for the production of the docile
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body – “a body that subjects itself, its behaviour, gestures, aptitudes and achievements to the
normalizing powers active within society,” in a way that both perpetuates and propagates the
societal status quo (Foucault 1991: 304).
Foucault initiates his study by analysing the forms of punishment in use before the
18th century, which largely consisted of public execution and corporal punishment. This can
be noted in the opening section of Discipline and Punish that depicts the details of a horrific
torture scene in 1757, in which “Damiens the regicide was condemned ‘to make the amende
honorable before  the  main  doors  of  the  Church  of  Paris’”.  The  18 th century  form  of
punishment was focused on the body of the condemned: “‘... the flesh will be torn from his
breasts, arms, thighs and calves with red hot pincers, his right hand...burnt with sulphur’” etc.
(Foucault 1991: 3). The sole purpose of this exercise of power was to create a spectacle in
which the public audience played the unique role of witness to the supreme authority of the
monarch. In other words, by creating such a violent public spectacle, the monarch retained
his power over the people through fear and respect.
The late 18th and early 19th century saw the call for the reform of punishment and
although the methods proposed seemed more ‘humane’,  the reformers were not intent on
alleviating the suffering of prisoners, but were rather concerned with creating a more efficient
form of punitive power: “What was emerging no doubt was not so much a new respect for the
humanity  of  the  condemned  –  torture  was  still  frequent  in  the  execution  of  even minor
criminals – as a tendency towards a more finely tuned justice, towards a closer penal mapping
of the social body” (Foucault 1991: 78). Therefore, a system of penal-justice in which the
punishment would relate to the crime (or represent its severity)9 was suggested, in order to
“insert the power to punish more deeply into the social body” (Foucault 1991: 82). It was an
intricate system of signs that was, much like the public executions,  still  meant for public
display.  The  punishments,  by  representing  the  crimes,  served  as  a  constant  reminder  to
(potential) lawbreakers, resulting in power being distributed more efficiently.
Therefore,  it  is  clear  that  the  focus  shifted  to  efficiency,  or,  more  accurately,  the
efficient  distribution  of  power  rather  than  the  public  display  of  the  monarch’s  power.
Although  the  prison  was  not  the  primary  form  of  punishment  in  the  18th century,  the
development of the disciplines in the 17th and 18th century would lead the way to prison being
the only means of punishment and, in turn, anticipated the birth of ‘carceral’ society. The
form that  the  disciplines  assumed during  the  17th and  18th century  was,  unlike  the  older
9 Importnatly, Foucault indicates that eventually it was the criminal that was the
object of punishment as reform, which is still the case in contemporary society, unlike
the forms of punishment that preceded the reform, which focused on the crime.
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disciplines that were active in monastic communities and focused on self-control, “general
formulas of domination” (Foucault 1991: 137). Foucault suggests that the primary aim of the
disciplines as formulas of domination was/is to increase utility and efficiency, and, instead of
achieving  self-control,  submit  to  the  control  of  another.  Hence,  discipline  incorporates
numerous  techniques  that  control  the  body by arranging the  individual’s  actions  through
space  and  time,  for  example,  the  use  of  time-tables,  exercise,  training  schedules,  the
partitioning of space etc. The modern prison developed from this notion of discipline, since it
uses  disciplinary  techniques  to  control  and  reform  the  prisoner,  as  can  be  noted  in  the
time-table Foucault references in the opening section of the book: “The prisoners’ day will
begin at six in the morning in winter and at five in summer. They will work for nine hours a
day throughout the year. Two hours a day will be devoted to instruction. Work and the day
will  end at  nine o’clock in winter  and at  eight  in  summer”  (Foucault  1991:  6).  Efficient
structure, repetition, and the implementation of rank ensured the discipline of the prisoners,
and would eventually  infiltrate  society  itself.   Important  in  this  case is  the  new form of
punishment that was introduced in the modern prison system. Foucault  refers to this new
form of punishment as “gratification-punishment”, which operates on two levels (Foucault
1991).  The first,  and most  obvious,  is  the  punishment  side,  which  is  not  only  the  mere
suspension of liberty, but also forces sequences of repetitive tasks and disciplinary exercises
on the prisoner. These tasks and exercises are intended, ultimately, to reform the prisoner,
‘normalizing’ her/him in the process. The second side to this new form of punishment is the
gratification of correct behaviour, i.e. behaviour that coincides with the ‘norm’, which works
according to a system of rank, and can even reduce the sentence of the prisoner depending on
context.  Thus,  modern  punishment  functions  under  the  appearance  of  humanism,  while
having the ‘norm’ as the objective.
The  next  development  in  relation  to  disciplinary  power  is  the  penitentiary  –  a
combination of the prison, the workshop, and the hospital, since the prisoner is confined, is
required  to  perform  certain  tasks  and  exercises,  and  is  ultimately  ‘cured’  of  his/her
criminality – which is currently still the primary form of punishment in most societies. The
notion of the prisoner is, consequently, replaced by the delinquent, which allows criminology
to become a science in its own right, since the delinquent is studied, examined, and classified.
Foucault refers to this system as the ‘carceral’, which is not only visible in the prison (or
penitentiary) but is, in fact, deeply rooted in the fabric of society, since the very disciplinary
techniques and practices, as well as the gratification punishment processes that govern the
prison,  also  govern  society  in  general.  A clearer  understanding  of  the  manner  in  which
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disciplinary power operates within ‘carceral society’ can be obtained through the examination
of ‘panopticism’, a notion to which Foucault dedicated an entire chapter in  Discipline and
Punish, and which can arguably be viewed as the heart of Foucault’s text. Foucault employs
the structure of Jeremy Bentham’s  Panopticon as a synecdochic representation of carceral
society, and describes this structure as follows: 
At the periphery, an annular building; at the centre, a tower; this tower is pierced with wide windows
that open onto the inner side of the ring; the peripheric building is divided into cells, each of which
extends the whole width of the building; they have two windows, one on the inside, corresponding to
the windows of the tower; the other, on the outside, allows the light to cross the cell from one end to
the other. All that is needed, then, is to place a supervisor in a central tower and to shut up in each cell
a madman, a patient, a condemned man, a worker or a schoolboy. (Foucault 1991: 200)
The structure of the Panopticon ensures constant supervision of all the individuals within its
confines.  Each individual  is rendered entirely visible in relation to the supervision of the
central  tower,  while  prohibiting  any  form of  communication  with  the  supervisor  or  the
occupants in the adjoining cells. The ‘invisibility’ of the supervisor in the central tower, as
well as the individuals in the surrounding cells, is crucial to the efficient distribution of power
through the panoptical structure. The individual madman, patient, worker or schoolchild is
consciously  and  constantly  aware  of  the  ‘all-seeing-eye’  in  the  centre  of  the  tower  and
behaves accordingly, regardless of the supervisor’s identity or actual presence. Therefore, the
main  purpose  of  the  Panopticon  is  “to  induce  in  the  inmate  a  state  of  conscious  and
permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power” (Foucault 1991: 201).
The Panopticon is a diagram of power in its ideal form, since it increases the number of
people that can be controlled, while decreasing the number of people needed to exercise the
control.  It  allows  the  observer  or  supervisor  to  study  each  inmate  and  document  their
behaviour,  similarities and differences  into a codex of knowledge concerning the subject.
Although  societal  institutions  hardly  resemble  the  architectural  structure  of  Bentham’s
Panopticon (with  the  exception  of  their  architectural  counterparts,  which  do,  as  Foucault
suggests), they undoubtedly function according to the same disciplinary principles, assuring a
similar distribution of disciplinary power. Hence, the Panopticon is arguably an allegory for
carceral  society  as  a  whole,  with  each  institution  representing  a  separate  cell,  while
disciplinary power itself functions as the all-seeing central (but constantly de-centring) tower
that,  through  the  various  disciplinary  technologies  and  techniques,  ensures  the  control,
examination and documentation of individuals as subjects.
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The resonance between Althusser’s RSA and Foucault’s disciplinary power is quite
apparent. Not only is the main focus of Foucault’s text the prison, which Althusser would
place under the unified RSA, but it also deals with repression, or stating it differently, the
physical control of the individual’s body. Foucault uses the prison as a model to represent
everyday society, since modern penitentiaries are meant to set the delinquent back on the
straight and narrow, i.e. expose the delinquent to normative and standardizing disciplinary
techniques  so  that  the  delinquent  can  someday  once  again  enter  ‘normal’  society.
Furthermore,  Foucault  shows  that  institutions  such  as  the  prison  don’t  function  through
physical  repression alone,  but also employ ideology (or rather,  in Foucaultian genealogy,
discourse). In Foucaultian terms this would be expressed in the notion of disciplinary power,
which not only controls the body, but ultimately controls the ‘soul’, or the self, through the
notion of the norm, since the primary objective of disciplinary techniques is not to diminish
crime and to protect the common interest, but rather the prevention of “the departure from the
norm, the anomaly; it was this that haunted the school, the court, the asylum or the prison”
(Foucault  1991:  299).  In  other  words,  the  purpose  of  disciplinary  power  is  to  produce
‘normal’ individuals,  which assumes the form of, as Foucault points out in Part Three of
Discipline and Punish, the docile body: 
[O]ut  of  a  formless  clay,  an  inapt  body,  the  machine  required  can  be  constructed;  a  calculated
constraint runs slowly through each part of the body, mastering it, making it pliable, ready at all times,
turning silently into the automatism of habit; in short, one has ‘got rid of the peasant’ and given him
‘the air of a soldier’. (Foucault 1991:135)
Therefore, Althusser’s ideas of ideology and repression are brought together in Foucault’s
notion of disciplinary power, since it’s not only repressive in nature, but also productive, as it
creates individuals  – not only the normal individual (docile body) but also the abnormal,
which assumes the form of delinquency. The docile body and delinquent are both intricate
parts of the social body – the docile body performs his/her societal role by being submissive
and obedient (much like the analogy Foucault draws with the soldier in the above quote),
while the delinquent, far from taking part in major illegalities, such as Damien the regicide in
the opening section of Foucault’s text, deals in ‘manageable’ illegalities such as petty crimes.
Therefore,  both forms of subjectivity  are politically  and critically  inactive,  preserving the
dominant discourses, and/or ideologies, of society and, in turn, the status quo.
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Thus, the pervasiveness of disciplinary power throughout the institutions of society is
apparent.  For  the  purposes  of  this  dissertation,  the  most  important  effects  that  this
disciplinary  power  introduced  was,  firstly,  that  the  power  to  punish  was now viewed as
humane and legitimate,  since the delinquent  was not  only punished by being stripped of
his/her liberty, but also reformed; secondly, the law of the ‘norm’ was introduced, to which
all the members of society must subject themselves and their bodies in order to avoid the
label of delinquency (or any labels of abnormality); and thirdly, the carceral system allows
the individual to be examined, studied, and categorised into a form of knowledge “through
the  real  capture  of  the  body  and  its  perpetual  observation;  it  is,  by  its  very  nature,  the
apparatus of punishment that conforms most completely to the new economy of power and
the instrument for the formation of knowledge that this very economy needs” (Foucault 1991:
304). Disciplinary power is undoubtedly present throughout South African society,  which
embraces  the  principles  of  discipline,  modernisation  and  efficiency  in  the  name  of
development. As suggested by Althusser concerning the dominant ideology of society, this
dissertation  posits  that  these disciplinary  practices  and techniques  form their  roots in  the
education system, or the learner phase of the individual, and ultimately serve the dominant
discourses of society.
South  Africa,  especially  in  its  more  developed  centres,  undoubtedly  adheres  to
disciplinary principles and is therefore, to a large extent, permeated by disciplinary power. In
general, “one could say that the mutually reinforcing practices [Foucault] identified in this
study  have  the  overall  effect  of  imposing  on  contemporary  [South  African]  society  the
character  of  an  extended  prison”  (Olivier  2011:  Par.  4).  The  disciplinary  discourses  and
practices extend from the family institution, through the educational institution, all the way to
the workplace. The regimentation of time and space, through disciplinary techniques such as
timetables,  the partitioning of  space,  the implementation  of  systems of  rank,  and various
forms of examination, function as normalizing processes that aid in the production of docile
bodies. In a neo-liberal and “democratic” society such as South Africa the docile body that
disciplinary power produces is required to be economically viable, whilst lacking any critical
or political  edge,  thereby ensuring the maintenance of the established order.  Importantly,
since Foucault by no means resigns us to mere linguistic determinism, not all members of
society are automatically doomed to docility. Not all individuals are “as pliant and docile as it
might be hoped they will be”, since numerous discourses of resistance are available in society
(Goodson 1990: 107). However, this is not to say, as Henry Giroux (1983) suggests, that all
oppositional  discourses  are  emancipatory  in  nature.  Many of  the  perceived  emancipatory
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discourses are based on the deployment of sexuality and the practice of confession, which
merely function as conduits for the distribution of bio-power, a form of power that ensures
the propagation of consumer-capitalist discourse, as will be illustrated in Chapter 3 of this
dissertation.
The basic education system of South Africa plays a crucial role in the distribution of
disciplinary  power in  society.  Foucault  often indicates  in  Discipline  and Punish how the
school operates as one of the primary disciplinary institutions in society, utilizing most, if not
all, of the disciplinary techniques and practices that produce the docile body. As suggested by
Althusser,  the  school  is  the  institution  in  which  the  child  spends  the  majority  of  his/her
developing years, and should, therefore, not only educate the child in knowledge, but also
prepare  the  child  for  a  society,  which,  in  this  case,  takes  the  form of  the ‘carceral’  and
adheres  to  strict  disciplinary  technologies,  each  comprising  a  number  of  techniques  that
contribute to the creation of the docile body. Disciplinary Power’s effectiveness is situated in
the  means  of  correct  training,  a  set  of  disciplinary  discourses  that  includes  a  number  of
normalizing practices, all of which are present within the basic education system. Therefore,
the  basic  education  system  of  South  Africa  will  now  be  analysed  in  relation  to  these
disciplinary discourses, techniques, and practices, to illustrate how the flexible generalist, at
least in part, correlates with Foucault’s ‘docile body’.
2.2  Disciplinary  Power:  The  Key  to  the  Formation  of  the  Flexible
Generalist
Althusser’s theories have shown us the economic nature of the education system, which, in
part,  produces  the  economically-viable  flexible  generalist.  Foucault,  on  the  other  hand,
intricately demonstrates how the practices and discourses of society are laden with power
relations, and contribute to subject formation in a prominent manner. As indicated above,
contemporary South African society can be viewed as a carceral society, in which discipline
and efficiency have become the norm. Integral to the success of the diffusion of disciplinary
power  is  the  education  system,  which  ingrains  the  various  disciplinary  discourses  in  the
individual from a young age and for a minimum period of ten years.
In order for this dissertation to determine the extent to which disciplinary power is
active within the basic education system of South Africa,  the disciplinary techniques that
produce the docile body, as well as the means of correct training according to Foucault, will
now be discussed in detail,  whilst simultaneously ‘applying’ these techniques to the basic
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education system of South Africa. Foucault explores the disciplinary techniques employed to
produce the docile body in the first section of Part Three in  Discipline and Punish, which
consists of the art of distributions, the control of activity, the organization of geneses, and the
composition of forces. This is followed by a detailed account of the means of correct training,
which can be divided into the following disciplinary techniques:  hierarchical observation,
normalising judgement, and, a combination of the previous two, the examination.
2.3 Disciplinary Discourse and Basic Educational Practice
According to Foucault,  the 18th Century presented a new scale for the control of the body
through various disciplines. In order for the body to be controlled in an uninterrupted and
meticulous manner, the partitioning of the individual’s time and space became an imperative,
and, in turn, slowly gave rise to a “political anatomy” and a “mechanics of power”. In typical
genealogical fashion, Foucault points out that it will be impossible to trace a coherent history
of  the  disciplines,  or  disciplinary  institutions,  but  provides  a  series  of  detailed  examples
which consists of the art of distributions, the control of activity, the organization of geneses
and, finally, the composition of forces.
2.3.1 The Art of Distributions
The first disciplinary technique discussed by Foucault is  the art of distributions, which is
based on the principle that all discipline proceeds by distributing individuals in space through
the employment of several disciplinary micro-technologies. Firstly, discipline often requires
enclosure in a specified place that is secure and closed off from other places – “a protected
place of disciplinary monotony” – such as the prison, military barracks, or school (Foucault
1991: 141). The purpose of such an enclosed space was to maximise control and efficiency,
which  are  core  elements  in  any  discipline.  In  an  example  of  the  manner  in  which  the
workplace adopted the art of distribution, Foucault captures the new level of control aptly:
“The order and inspection that must be maintained require that all  workers be assembled
under  the  same  roof,  so  that  the  partner  who  is  entrusted  with  the  management  of  the
manufactory may prevent and remedy abuses that may arise among the workers and arrest
their progress at the outset” (Foucault 1991: 142-143).
Enclosure is undoubtedly a core element within the basic education system of South
Africa,  or,  indeed,  most  education  systems around the  world.  The “school  site”,  as  it  is
referred to by the department of education, includes “the actual physical location of a school.
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It also entails the total space a school requires to adequately accommodate all its facilities”
(Department of Basic Education 2011: 3), and is usually closed off to members of the public
who are not directly related to the school. Once school hours officially start (between 07:45
AM and 08:15 AM in most South African schools) learners are prohibited from leaving the
school premises and become subject to the school rules and educational practices until the
end of the school day (between 01:30 PM and 02:30 PM in most South African schools), at
which point they are free to leave the premises and the school ceases to assume responsibility
for  the  learners  (Department  of  Education  2001:  6).  Enclosure  achieves  discipline  and
efficiency  through  two  means.  It  ‘walls-off’  the  outside  world,  preventing  any  form  of
external contact, especially distractions of any kind, and, more importantly, the school site
functions as a micro-community (that mimics the society of which the school is a part) with
its own rules, time-tables, routines and practices, ensuring the control and standardization of
the  learners,  and  preparing  them  for  the  society  which  they  are  required  to  enter  as
‘responsible’, ‘disciplined’ citizens.
The second technology in the art of distribution is the  partitioning of space, which
narrows the control  of  the individual’s  space  even further.  As suggested by Foucault,  in
disciplinary  terms,  enclosure  is  not  sufficient  enough  to  ensure  complete  control  of  the
individual. Partitioning, or “the principle of elementary location”, distributes space in a far
more detailed and elaborate  manner,  allowing for a far greater extent  of control over the
individual and his/her actions:
Each individual has his own place; and each place its individual.  Avoid distributions in groups; break
up collective dispositions; analyse confused, massive or transient pluralities... One must eliminate the
effects  of  imprecise  distributions,  the  uncontrolled  disappearance  of  individuals,  their  diffuse
circulation,  their  unusable  and  dangerous  coagulation.  It  was  a  tactic  of  anti-desertion,
anti-vagabondage, anti-concentration. (Foucault 1991: 143)
The aim of  partitioning is  clearly  to control  the location  of the individual  at  all  times –
through the knowledge of presence and absence – but also to isolate individuals to exact
easier  control,  since  a  collective  is  more  difficult  to  monitor,  assess,  and,  subsequently,
manage. Foucault  summarises  it  aptly by stating that “[d]iscipline organises an analytical
space...a  procedure,  therefore,  aimed  at  knowing,  mastering  and  using”  the  individual
(Foucault 1991: 143).
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The basic education system of South Africa places great emphasis on the partitioning
of individual space, going as far as stipulating the exact amount of learners per classroom,
which should not exceed 30 learners in Grade R and 40 learners in Grade 1 to 9, as well as
the average space per learner: Grade R should accommodate 2.6 m2 per learner; and Grade 1
to 9 between 1.2 and 1.5 m2 per learner (Government Gazette 2008: 91). These spaces are
usually  occupied by a  writing  desk and chair  that  are  used by the same learner  over  an
extended period  of  time,  thus  allocating  the particular  space  to  the learner.  This  ensures
optimum efficiency and discipline, since the teacher, or facilitator, can manage the group as a
whole, whilst being able to interact with each learner on an individual basis as well. The
presence and absence of learners are controlled through the implementation of class registers.
Each morning, at the start of the school day (and, in certain cases, at the end of the school
day), roll call is taken to ensure the presence of all learners. In the case of absenteeism, “a
note  explaining  why  the  learner  was  absent  must  be  handed  to the  register  teacher
immediately upon return to school”. However, “if a learner is absent for three consecutive
school days without explanation, the register teacher concerned must report the absence to the
grade head. The register teacher must, as soon as possible, make reasonable effort to contact
the parent by whatever means are suitable given the circumstances of the school and of the
family  concerned”
(http://www.fairmont.co.za/about/school-rules/274-the-absentee-policy.html).  As  suggested
by Foucault, through the partitioning of space, the educational institution’s control over the
learner is extended beyond the learner’s actual presence, allowing the school to locate the
individual  when absent,  but  also  to  document  the  learner’s  attendance  as  a  performance
indicator  and  promotion  requirement,  i.e.  attendance  ensures  the  standardization  of  the
individual. The exercise of power is, therefore, extended to the presence and absence of the
learner, but also to the learner’s private life, since, in the event of absenteeism evidence of the
learner’s whereabouts should be provided or obtained.
The rule  of  functional  sites  is  the next  technology in the  art  of distributions,  and
ensures that there is a dedicated architectural space allocated to each use or function, in order
to “correspond not only to the need to supervise, to break dangerous communications, but
also  to  create  a  useful  space”  (Foucault  1991:  143-144).  ‘Functional  sites’  ties  into  the
partitioning of space, but extends it by allocating specific functions to each partitioned site, as
can be noted in Foucault’s example of the Oberkampf manufactory at Jouy, which was “made
up of a series of workshops specified for each broad type of operation”, such as a building
dedicated  to  administrative  work,  a  separate  large  factory  focused  on  manufacturing
43
operations etc. (Foucault 1991: 145). The emphasis is yet again on control of the individual
and the propagation of efficiency, since functional sites allowed closer supervision over the
production  process,  while  simultaneously  reducing  distractions  and  ‘inappropriate’
communication amongst individuals.
The efficiency of functional sites can be noted in the infrastructure of the majority of
South African educational institutions. In Guidelines Relating to Planning for Public School
Infrastructure (2012), the Department of Basic Education states that specific functional sites
are required for “the needs of learners and the matters that facilitate learning”, as well as
separate sites for the needs of educators, which include spaces that cater for “teaching, staff
development,  preparations  for  lessons,  and  administrative  duties”  (Department  of  Basic
Education  2012a:  6  –  7).  Furthermore,  the  Department  of  Education  ‘grades’  a  school
according to the level of functionality of the numerous dedicated sites based on the following
four parameters: firstly, the level of basic safety of the particular site, that is, “whether there
are factors present which may cause harm to learners and educators and hamper carrying out
the core functions of a school”. Secondly, the minimum functionality of the site, i.e. whether
the site “has the resources and basic facilities that will enable it to perform the core functions
at the minimum acceptable level”. The third parameter is the optimum functionality of the
school site, which determines “whether the school has the resources and facilities that enable
it to function beyond the levels of basic safety and minimum functionality”. Finally, whether
any of the functional  sites require enrichment,  in which case objective-focused resources,
“which the Minister may determine, should be added to a school environment that complies
with  optimum  functionality”  (Department  of  Basic  Education  2012a:  7).  Overall,  the
optimum school site should include the general school premises; the classrooms; the staff
preparation  room;  a  general-purpose  school  hall;  laboratories  for  science,  technology,
mathematics  and life  sciences;  computer  rooms or  media  centres;  a  library;  and,  finally,
sports fields and training grounds (Department of Education 2012a: 8).
The implementation of functional sites within the education institution, as suggested
by Foucault, is driven by the notion of efficiency that originated on the factory floor. This
allows  the  school  in  its  entirety,  including  all  learners  and  teachers,  to  “be  analysed  in
individual units” (Foucault 1991: 145). In other words, each functional site is dedicated to
one specific  task and managed by an expert  within the  related  field,  ensuring  maximum
productivity at the minimum cost of time and manpower. The diffusion of disciplinary power
is  guaranteed,  since  each  functional  site  focuses  on  one  aspect  of  the  educational  and
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disciplinary  processes,  allowing  the  monitoring  and  management  of  both  teachers  and
learners, in relation to the specific function of the site.
The  fourth  constituent  of  the  art  of  distributions  is  the  interchangeability  of  the
elements in a series, since each element is defined by its place in the series and by the gap
that separates it from the others. In this case Foucault is referring to the hierarchical status, or
rank, of the individual and the space in which the individual resides: “The unit is therefore,
neither the territory (unit of domination), nor the place (unit of residence), but the rank: the
place one occupies in a classification” (Foucault 1991: 145). This notion is particularly, but
certainly not exclusively, evident in the education system, as pointed out by Foucault in his
explanation  of  educational  space.  Rank  determines  almost  the  entire  structure  of  the
educational space: Students are situated in neat, organised rows in the class, corridors, and
courtyards of the school. Rank is attributed to the tasks and examinations on daily, weekly,
and  annual  bases.  Students  are  distributed  according  to  age  groups  and  are  exposed  to
different learning areas in a succession of increasing difficulty and, in this series of ranks,
“each pupil, according to his age, his performance, his behaviour, occupies sometimes one
rank, sometimes another; he moves constantly over a series of compartments – some of these
are ‘ideal’  compartments...  others  express  the distribution  of  values  or merits  in material
terms  in  the  space  of  the  classroom”  (Foucault  1991:  147).  Rank,  much  like  the  other
techniques  in  the  art  of  distributions,  contributes  to  the  dissemination  of  power  over
individual members of society, through the ordering of individuals, supervision, examination
and reward.
In general, the school hierarchical structure appears as follows (from top to bottom):
the school management team, the school governing body, educators, representative council of
learners, prefects, class monitors, and, finally, learners (Western Cape Education Department
2007: 7). As illustrated by Foucault, such a hierarchical system of rank ensures the efficient
functioning of the institution as a whole, but inherently permits each individual (or group)
within  the  system to  be  replaced  by another  -  as  long as  the  system remains  intact  the
individual members are of little significance. In other words, this ensures the distribution of
power, since each individual is, in a sense, forced to fulfil his/her duty in relation to his/her
position in the system of rank, or be removed from that position. On the other hand, those
who act according to the expected norm are rewarded through promotions. Widespread use is
made of the ‘prefect,  monitor  and call  captain’  system of rank throughout South African
educational institutions. This is a system that controls learner behaviour in terms of discipline
and normalization, since only the most disciplined and “pro-active” (in terms of academic,
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sport  and cultural  achievement)  learners  are  selected  as prefects  or class  monitors.  Their
duties  include  the  promotion  of  “good  discipline  in  class  and  on  the  school  premises;
ensuring a clean and tidy classroom; the promotion of school pride; the monitoring of class
attendance”;  and,  as  a  result  of  their  elevated  rank,  liaising  “with  class  educators  about
learner issues and learner grievances” (Western Cape Education Department 2007: 6). Thus,
learners are encouraged to behave appropriately, according to the established norm, and those
who are selected for these duties have not only achieved this behavioural norm, but also
enforce its continuation through their various duties.
Therefore it is apparent that, through the art of distributions, the ‘disciplines’ create
complex spaces that are at once architectural, efficient, and hierarchical. In organising space
and individuals according to ‘cells’,  ‘places’,  and ‘ranks,’ two elements,  both comprising
twin  operations,  are  inextricably  linked  –  “distribution  and  analysis,  supervision  and
intelligibility”,  which ultimately  produce a  “cellular  power” (Foucault  1991:  148).  These
elements allow the ordering of the school, not only in terms of efficient spatial arrangement,
but also in terms of the ability to supervise, examine and classify individuals in order to exact
a stricter control: “The first of the great operations of discipline is, therefore, the constitution
of ‘tableaux vivants’,  which transform the confused, useless or dangerous multitudes into
ordered multiplicities” (Foucault 1991: 148), which leads to the next disciplinary technique
that  contributes  to  the  production  of  the  docile  body,  and  by  implication  the  flexible
generalist – the control of activity.
2.3.2 The Control of Activity
The first micro-technology presented by Foucault, in relation to the control of activity, is the
use  of  the  time-table.  Although originally  used  by monastic  communities,  the  time-table
became an imperative in the late 18th and early 19th century. It establishes rhythms, imposes
particular occupations and regulates the cycles of repetition, by dividing the working day into
manageable  time-slots.  This  micro-management  of  time  exercises  direct  control  over  the
individual, since a specific activity is linked to each specific time-slot, and regulates the flow
of the day at almost all institutions in contemporary society, including prisons, factories, and
schools. It is not only the time and activity that are regulated in this manner, but also the
quality of the activity and time used: “constant supervision, the pleasure of supervisors, the
elimination of anything that might disturb or distract; it is a question of continuing a total
useful time” (Foucault 1991: 150). The time-table can be viewed as the heart of the control of
46
activity, since all the other micro-techniques that ensure the control of activity link back to it
in one way or another.
The  education  institution  is  undoubtedly  obsessed  with  time-tables,  implementing
various  forms for  numerous purposes.  By employing a  concrete  example,  Foucault  aptly
points out that the implementation of timetables in elementary schools has been around since
the mid 18th Century:
At the last stroke of the hour, a pupil will ring the bell, and at the first sound of the bell all the pupils
will kneel, with their arms crossed and their eyes lowered. When the prayer has been said, the teacher
will strike the signal once to indicate that the pupils should get up, a second time as a sign that they
should salute Christ, and a third that they should sit down. (Cited in Foucault 1991: 150).
One need only be in the vicinity of a public or private school to realise that very little has
changed in relation to the rigorous implementation of time-tables in contemporary times. If
the ringing of the bell has become less frequent (it is only utilized for period transitions and
not for micro-actions such as in the above quote), that is arguably because disciplinary power
has become more pervasive in its distribution. As far as the time-table is concerned, the basic
education system of South Africa employs it on numerous levels, including annual school
time-tables, school day time-tables, the notional learning time-table and lesson time-tables10
(Department of Basic Education 2003; 2010a; 2010c). Although most of these time-tables are
self-explanatory,  the  time-table  that  indicates  an  increase  in  the  diffusion  of  disciplinary
control is the notional learning time-table. The notional time-table is of particular interest,
since it extends beyond actual “direct tuition (contact time)” and includes an “estimate of the
average  time  an  average  learner,  entering  with  the  correct  level  of  assumed  knowledge,
would take to master the specific outcomes of a unit standard. Time here refers to the time
spent on the learning, including assignments, home study etc.” (Janse van Rensburg 1998a:
40). It also includes the teacher’s preparation time, and, interestingly, a concept referred to as
flexi time, which is a portion of time allocated “for flexibility, remediation, enrichment and
skilling” (Department  of Education 1997a: 23). In other words,  the notional  time-table is
based on the theoretical time the ‘average’ teacher would spend in preparation, as well as the
time the ‘average’ learner would spend learning. The two effects of this particular time-table
are, therefore, the distribution of disciplinary control to the individual’s private time, since
teacher  preparation  as  well  as  learner  assignments  and home study  are  both  outside  the
institution’s  power  bounds,  and  to  the  standardization  of  the  individual,  since  the  time
10 See also Janse van Rensburg (2005: 40) and Claassen (1996: 475).
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allocated to each task is based on a unified ‘average’ and is allocated to all learners in spite of
learner ability. Thus, time-tables are the first step in the rigid control of the individual’s time,
and as indicated in the notional time-table, are being extended beyond the temporal confines
of the educational institution to the private time of the individual.
The temporal elaboration of the act – the second technology in the control of activity
– designates the manner in which “time penetrates the body and with it all the meticulous
controls of power” (Foucault  1991:  151).  The idea here is  that  each action  has a  certain
temporal  precision allocated  to it,  much like the movements  and actions  of a  soldier,  as
Foucault illustrates in the multiple examples of military troops in the text: “...that of the small
step  and  the  ordinary  step  will  last  one  second,  during  which  two double  steps  will  be
performed; the duration of the marching step will be a little longer than one step” (Foucault
1991:  151).  Each  action  has  an  allocated  time  for  completion  down  to  the  smallest
movements and gestures, and accommodates the timetable in this respect. The end result is a
discipline and efficiency in everyday activities that extend disciplinary power to the very
movement of the body, and the time it takes for actions to be performed.
Whereas the time-table provides “a general framework for an activity”, the temporal
elaboration of the act infiltrates the activity itself, breaking it into segments and assuring “the
elaboration  of  the  act  itself;  it  controls  its  development  and  its  stages  from the  inside”
(Foucault  1991:  152).  While  the  lesson time-table provides  a  general  time-frame for  the
learning programme (dividing the lessons into weeks and days), the lesson plan incorporates
the temporal elaboration of the act by allocating specific time segments to each activity. In
contemporary South Africa, for example, according to the lesson time-table for the Language,
Literacy and Communication learning area, an average of “1 hour and 30 minutes” should be
spent on Language/Literacy per day, which should, in turn, accumulate to “7 hours and 30
minutes” per learning week (Department  of Education 2008b: 2). On the other hand, the
lesson plan  provides  the  exact  time  measurements  for  each  activity  within  the  particular
lesson: Per day, “one hour should be taken from the Language/Literacy programme” during
which  the  teacher  “systematically  teaches  the  learners  to  become  effective  readers  and
writers”. This time is further broken up as follows: “Teacher guided reading and independent
reading” will take 30 minutes; “whole class shared reading and writing” will take 15 minutes;
finally,  “word  level  and/or  sentence  level”  learning  will  also  take  about  15  minutes,
completing the 1 hour learning activity (Department of Education 2008b: 3). Therefore, the
temporal elaboration of the act, in the form of lesson and activity plans (among other possible
forms), ensures that activities are followed through and “sustains them throughout their entire
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succession” (Foucault 1991: 152). It is clear that power moves from a more generalised form
in the time-table, to a far more specific mode of control in the temporal elaboration of the act.
This  brings  us  to  the  third  micro-technology  of  the  control  of  activity  –  the
correlation  of  the  body  and the  gesture.  Not  only  does  disciplinary  power  infiltrate  the
temporal  aspect  of gestures and actions,  but  it  also “imposes the best relation between a
gesture and the overall position of the body, which is its condition of efficiency and speed”
(Foucault 1991: 152). The overall position of the body, in relation to the act or gesture, is of
extreme importance in this regard. Most activities in contemporary society prescribe specific
postures and movements of the body, as can be noted in the example provided by Foucault,
which  is  relevant  in  relation  to  the  focus  of  this  dissertation,  in  which  he  refers  to  the
“gymnastics” of the proper seating gesture for learners during a lesson: “The pupils must
always ‘hold their bodies erect, somewhat turned and free on the left side, slightly inclined,
so that, with the elbow placed on the table, the chin can be rested upon the hand, unless this
were to interfere with the view; the left leg must be somewhat more forward under the table
than the right” etc. (Foucault 1991: 152). It is generally believed that this seating arrangement
of the body will allow the learner to listen more attentively, and displays a positive attitude
towards the teacher and the lesson. The correlation of the body and the gesture is an area that
receives constant attention within the basic education institution, since the appropriate gesture
and posture signify discipline and efficiency: “A disciplined body is the prerequisite of an
efficient gesture” (Foucault 1991: 152). Learners are required to walk upright when changing
classes,  since  a  slack  attitude  not  only  wastes  valuable  time,  but  also  stands  against  the
attainment of discipline. 
Linked to the correlation of the body and the gesture is the fourth technology in the
control of activity – body-object articulation. For each object to be used in a specific activity
an ideal grip and overall position in relation to the body is specified. Foucault describes this
technique as an intricate “meshing”, in which the body and the object are fused through an
instrumental coding. The gesture for each activity is divided into two parallel series. On the
one hand, “that of the parts of the body to be used (right hand, left hand, different fingers of
the  hand,  knee,  eye,  elbow,  etc.)”,  and  on  the  other,  “the  parts  of  the  object  to  be
manipulated...  then the two sets of parts are correlated together according to a number of
simple gestures” (Foucault 1991: 153). As in the case of most disciplinary techniques, the
rationale  behind  the  body-object  articulation  is  to  perform  the  activity  as  efficiently  as
possible. However, as suggested by Foucault, the true purpose underpinning these kinds of
techniques is the distribution of power: “Over the whole surface of contact between the body
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and the object it handles, power is introduced, fastening them to one another. It constitutes a
body-weapon,  body-tool,  body-machine  complex”  (Foucault  1991:  153).  The relationship
between body and object appears in numerous forms within the basic education institution.
From the handling of stationary (pens, scissors’, mathematical instruments) to the correct use
of  sporting  equipment  (tennis  rackets,  cricket  bats,  hockey  sticks  etc.),  the  ‘correct’
body-object articulation is taught from the earliest of ages, thereby rooting discipline in the
individual. Similar to the correlation of the body and the gesture, body-object articulation
focuses  on  the  distribution  of  disciplinary  power  through the  body.  It  ensures  a  type  of
“synthesis” between the body and the object, producing the most efficient results in a given
situation.
The final disciplinary technology that forms part of the control of activity is the notion
of  exhaustive  use.  One  of  the  primary  purposes  of  discipline,  according  to  Foucault,  is
arranging a  positive  economy for  the  efficient  and ever-growing micro-use  of  time.  The
emphasis here is not necessarily on the quality of the time used, but rather on exhausting it;
“it  is  a  question  of  extracting,  from time,  ever  more  available  moments  and,  from each
moment, ever more useful forces... as if time, in its very fragmentation, were inexhaustible or
as if, at least by an ever more detailed internal arrangement, one could tend towards an ideal
point at which one maintained maximum speed and maximum efficiency” (Foucault 1991:
154). One merely needs to take the previous techniques into account to realise the South
African basic education system’s emphasis on the exhaustive use of time. Various timetables,
lesson and activity plans, as well as body-focused practices are employed to guarantee the
maximum  and  efficient  use  of  time.  The  usual  school  day  in  South  Africa  lasts  from
approximately 07:45 to 14:15, accumulating to a total of 6 hours and 30 minutes, of which,
on average,  only  45  minutes  is  allocated  to  ‘free-time’  or  ‘breaks’.  Class  time  is  solely
dedicated to lessons, which must always be used for teaching/learning purposes, and which
are  based  on  the  lesson  and  activity  plan  guidelines  provided  by  the  Department  of
Education. In the case of a teacher completing a lesson before the end of an academic period,
“the  remainder  of  the  time  should  be  used  for  revision  and other  enrichment  activities”
(Department of Education 2010c: 41). Foucault aptly demonstrates the manner in which all
the disciplinary techniques combine to exhaust the school day’s time in an example of the
‘mutual-improvement schools’:
The rhythm imposed by signals, whistles, [and] orders, imposed on everyone [the children or pupils]
temporal norms that were intended both to accelerate the process of learning and to teach speed as a
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virtue; ‘the sole aim of these commands... is to accustom the children to executing well and quickly the
same operations, to diminish as far as possible by speed the loss of time caused by moving from one
[lesson and task] to another’ (Foucault 1991: 154).
In terms of these five micro-techniques,  disciplinary control of activity is achieved. More
often than not, all these techniques are present in the different institutions in contemporary
society,  and  perhaps  nowhere  more  so  than  in  the  education  institution,  which  posits
efficiency and discipline, through the control of activity, as a primary educational objective.
2.3.3 The Organisation of Geneses
The next disciplinary technique explored by Foucault  is the  organization of geneses. This
disciplinary technique focuses on the manner in which the classical period developed a new
strategy “for taking charge of the time of individual existences; for regulating the relations of
time,  bodies  and  forces;  for  assuring  an  accumulation  of  duration;  and  for  turning  to
ever-increased profit or use of the movement of passing time” (Foucault 1991: 157). In other
words, discipline became focused on the adding up and capitalizing of time, and functioned
according to four practices.
Firstly,  discipline  divides  duration  into successive or  parallel  segments,  with each
segment ending at a specified time – in short, time is broken down into separate and adjusted
threads.  Foucault  provides  an  apt  example  of  this  division  of  time  in  military  practice:
“isolate the period of training and the period of practice; do not mix the instruction of recruits
and the exercise of veterans; open separate military schools for the armed service” (Foucault
1991: 157). Secondly, these segments are then organised according to an analytical plan. The
successions  of  elements  are  kept  as  simple  as  possible,  while  at  the  same  time  being
combined according to increasing complexity.  In other words, instead of focusing on the
quality of the skill being taught and learned, the focus is shifted to the ‘elementary’ – i.e.
simple  gestures  instead  of  elaborate  and skilful  examples.  For  example,  in  terms  of  18 th
century military training, simple gestures replaced the rigorous training that had come before
it, by focusing on “the position of the fingers, the bend of the leg, the movement of the arms –
basic elements for useful actions that also provide a general training in strength, skill, and
docility”  (Foucault  1991:  158).  Thirdly,  the temporal  segments  are  then  examined by an
expert who determines whether the subject has reached the required level. These experts are
usually well  versed and knowledgeable  in  a particular  discipline,  and judge the subject’s
competency according to an established norm within the discipline. According to Foucault,
51
this examination will have a three-fold function by “showing whether the subject has reached
the  level  required,  of  guaranteeing  that  each  subject  has  reached  the  level  required,  of
guaranteeing that each subject undergoes the same apprenticeship and of differentiating the
abilities of each individual” (Foucault 1991: 158). Examples of these experts include officers
within  the  military,  prison  staff  within  the  prison  and  teachers/educators  within  the
educational institution etc. Finally, discipline draws up a series of series, and, subsequently,
divides each series again. It focuses on the individual, drawing up exercises that are suited to
his/her level, seniority and rank, resulting in “each individual being caught up in a temporal
series which specifically defines his level or his rank” (Foucault 1991: 159). In this manner
the expert of the discipline can exact more control over the subject, while simultaneously
examining the subject’s progress and intervening, in a correctional sense, if the need arises.
It was exactly this disciplinary conception of time, according to Foucault, that was
imposed on educational practice. It assumed the form of a specialised pedagogical training
and education that was separated from the “adult time”, and organised into different phases,
standards and grades, all separated from one another by appropriate examinations:
Drawing up programmes, each of which must take place during a particular stage and which involves
exercises of increasing difficulty; qualifying individuals according to the way in which they progress
through these series... A whole analytical pedagogy was being formed, meticulous in its detail (it broke
down the subject being taught into its simplest elements, it hierarchized each stage of development into
small steps) and also very precocious in its history (it largely anticipated the genetic analyses of the
ideologues, whose technical model it appears to have been) (Foucault 1991: 159).
This analytical pedagogy, which is still present in contemporary education systems, divides
all  processes  into  series,  which  are  ultimately  divided  into  multiple  sub-series.  Foucault
points out how, at the beginning of the 18th Century, the process of learning to read was split
into  seven different  stages,  each  with  an  elaborate  description,  objective,  and process  of
examination.  Subsequently,  each  stage  of  the  learning  process  was  further  divided  into
separate classes, based on individual skill, age and performance. 
The only thing that has changed since the 18th Century is that the education system is
even more rigorous in  terms of  the organisation  of geneses.  As mentioned earlier  in  the
chapter, basic education has been extended to pre-primary level, and will probably extend to
even younger groups in future years. Each grade within the basic education system is divided
into  five  learning  programmes  (Language,  Literacy  and  Communication;  Mathematical
Literacy,  Mathematics  and  Mathematical  Sciences;  Natural  Sciences  and  Technology;
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Human,  Social,  Economic  and  Management  Sciences;  and  Arts,  Culture  and  Life
Orientation), which are in turn divided into eight learning areas, each with various specific
and  critical  outcomes  that  are  achieved  through  learner  activities  based  on  accredited
resources (Department of Education 2010a: 13 – 17). For example, the Language, Literacy
and Communication learning programme, which mostly focuses on literacy in the foundation
phase,  is  divided  into  separate  Home  Language,  First  Additional  Language  and  Second
Additional Language learning areas in the intermediate and senior phases. Each one of these
learning areas, on average, contains five to six specific outcomes, as well as critical outcomes
that are usually integrated across other learning areas. Home Language, for example, consists
of the following six learning outcomes: “Listening, Speaking, Reading and Viewing, Writing,
Thinking and Reasoning, and, finally, Language and Structure Use” (Department of Basic
Education 2010c: 1 – 6)11. Since the outcomes are taken as the starting point of curriculum
development in OBE, specific “Assessment Standards” (AS) are developed in relation to each
outcome, which include a range of activities and assignments. For example, in relation to
Grade 6 Home Language, Learning Outcome: Writing, the following Assessment Standards
are required: “AS1 – Write different kinds of texts for different purposes and audiences”;
“AS2 – Develop and organise ideas through a writing process”; “AS3 – Present work with
attention to neatness and enhanced presentation”; and “AS4 – Apply knowledge of language
at  different  levels”  (Department  of  Basic  Education  2010a:  5).  To add  to  the  degree  of
organisation into segments, each Assessment Standard is further broken down into “Standard
Assignments” and “Standard Activities”, each with its own stipulations for teacher, learner
and possible “Barriers to Learning” (Department of Basic Education 2010a: 61). Thus, the
organisation  of  geneses,  in  many ways,  underpins  the  entire  organizational  aspect  of  the
education  system,  and  ensures  the  efficient  distribution  of  power  by  dividing  all  of  its
structural elements into segments.
A recent development in the Education System of South Africa is the categorisation
of learners, according to diversity, which includes “learners from different socio-economic,
language, cultural,  religious, ethnic, racial,  gender, sexual orientation, ability groups etc.”,
and is mainly focused on “diverse learning needs” (Department of Basic Education 2011b: 5
– 6). Hence, learners are divided into the following categories: learners who have difficulty in
11 These outcomes have since been amended, in relation to the ‘new’ Curriculum
and  Assessment  Policy  Statement  (CAPS)  system:  Listening  and  Speaking  are  now
combined. Writing has changed to Writing and Presenting, while Thinking and Reasoning
has  been  removed  altogether  –  an  ominous  sign.  Thus,  the  new  total  number  of
outcomes, or ‘skills’ in CAPS language, is four (Department of Basic Education 2012b:
11).
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reading  and writing;  “learners  with  hearing,  visual  and coordination  difficulties;  learners
living  in  poverty;  learners  with  health  and  emotional  difficulties;  learners  with  memory
difficulties; learners who need assistive devices and adapted materials” (Department of Basic
Education 2011: 6). Notably, these are not medical categories, although learners with certain
medical  disorders  or  disabilities  will  certainly  fit  under  certain  categories,  such as  blind
learners  who require  the  aid of  “assistive  devices  and adapted  materials”  in  the  form of
Braille. Curriculum differentiation affects the time segments of the curriculum, by “ensuring
that the length of each assessment standard is adjusted to the needs of learners with specific
needs” (Department  of Education  2011b: 8).  This  learner  division is  a further  attempt to
control  the  ‘abnormalities’  within  the  education  system,  while  creating  a  standardized
curriculum that  caters for all.  In other words, different curriculums aren’t  created for the
different learners, but, rather, the standard curriculum should be adjusted to suit the needs of
all. Therefore, unlike previous education systems, the abnormal is not so much segregated as
normalized, extending disciplinary power in the process.
Overall, this ‘seriation’ of the practices within the basic education system allows for a
whole investment of duration of power, which creates “the possibility of a detailed control
and  a  regular  intervention...  in  each  moment  of  time”,  as  well  as  “the  possibility  of
characterizing and, therefore, of using individuals according to the level in the series that they
are moving through” (Foucault 1991: 160).
At the centre of this  disciplinary conception of time is the disciplinary process of
exercise, which imposes specific tasks on the body “that are both repetitive and different, but
always graduated... and makes possible a perpetual characterization of the individual either in
relation to this term, in relation to other individuals, or in relation to a type of itinerary”
(Foucault  1991:  161).  Although  exercise  has  existed  in  society  in  various  forms  and  in
various institutions, such as religion and the military, the new disciplinary forms of exercise
are increasingly complex and mark the acquisition of knowledge and good behaviour. Unlike
the older forms of exercise, such as religious exercise, which aimed to “organise time towards
salvation”, disciplinary exercise became “an element in the political technology of the body
and of duration” and tends “towards a subjection that has never reached its limit” (Foucault
1991: 162).
Exercise, in many ways, forms the basis of educational practice, requiring the learner
to repeat thirteen years of similar, yet slightly more complicated, learning programmes that
all share similar outcomes. Take, as an example,  Mathematical Literacy and Mathematics
with its primary learning outcome of the ability to “manipulate number patterns in different
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ways” (Janse van Rensburg 1998a: 33). This primary learning outcome remains the same
throughout  the  learner’s  education,  whether  branching  into  Mathematical  Literacy  or
Academic  Mathematical  Science,  yet  the  Assessment  Standards,  with  the  accompanying
activities and assignments, increase in complexity on an annual basis. Lesson after lesson the
manner to manipulate number patterns is drummed into the learner for ten to thirteen years,
accompanied by numerous exercises the learner is required to complete after each lesson. For
example,  in Grade 9 Mathematics,  the learner is required to ‘exercise’ “the diagrammatic
representation of sets of numbers in the real number system” for “two weeks”, and again,
afterwards, for “2 weeks” of revision (Department of Basic Education 2012), which includes
class work (school time) and homework (private time). In most cases, in the event of the
learner committing an error in an activity, extra exercise is given, as a form of correctional
exercise to ensure that the error is avoided in future. Although exercise will arguably improve
the  learner’s  practical  approach  to  a  learning  area,  its  primary  purpose,  as  suggested  by
Foucault, is to “economize the time of life, to accumulate it in a useful form and to exercise
power over men through the mediation of time arranged in this way” (Foucault 1991: 162).
Thus, exercise guarantees the economic, efficient use of the learner’s time, by filling any free
time  with  repetitive  activities,  whilst  simultaneously  producing  effects  of  standardization
through the repetition of standardized exercises and content.
2.3.4 The Composition of Forces
The final disciplinary technique that contributes to the formation of the docile body is  the
composition of forces, which is a concept modelled on the machine-like constitution of the
military unit or forces of production. According to Foucault, disciplinary power demands this
machine-like formation of the productive forces, “whose effect will  be maximised by the
concerted articulation of the elementary parts of which it is composed” (Foucault 1991: 164).
In other words, groups of individuals are to be composed in a manner that resembles an
efficient machine, and this composition is achieved according to three micro-technologies. 
First, the individual’s body is viewed as an element, which can be placed, moved and
articulated, within a larger force that assumes the qualities of a machine. The body, which is
segmented though the control of activity, now fills its place as a segment in a larger totality:
“The soldier whose body has been trained to function part by part for particular operations
must  in  turn  form  a  mechanism  at  another  level”  (Foucault  1991:  164).  Therefore,  the
individual’s value is not determined according to individuality, but rather according to her/his
ability to adapt and contribute to the overall quality of the ‘machine’ he/she functions within.
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The  second  manner  in  which  the  forces  are  composed  is  by  adjusting  the  time  of  the
individual unit to the time of others, which, subsequently, also contributes to the efficiency of
the respective ‘machine’.  The purpose of adjusting the individual  unit’s time is to ensure
“that the maximum quantity of forces may be extracted from each and combined with the
optimum result” (Foucault 1991: 165). Thirdly, the resulting combined machinery of forces,
which is constituted on both a macro- and micro-level, requires, in disciplinary terms, an apt
system  of  command.  As  suggested  by  Foucault,  this  system  of  command  rests  on  a
combination  of  signals  that  must  be  clear,  concise  and  brief.  Each  signal  need  not  be
explained or formulated, but must instead trigger the required behaviour in each individual
unit, and, ultimately, the machine as a whole. This system of command is usually conducted
by a ‘master of the discipline’, which, depending on the institutional context, includes guards
and  wardens  for  the  prison,  officers  in  the  military,  and  principals  and  teachers  in  the
education institution. The overall notion is that the body is placed in a network of signals,
each with its own specific and obligatory response. Therefore, the composition of forces can
perhaps be viewed as the end result of the combined afore-mentioned techniques, including
the art of distributions, the control of activity and the organisation of geneses. Through the
composition of forces, “the disciplined [subject] begins to obey whatever he is ordered to do;
his obedience is prompt and blind; an appearance of indocility, the least delay would be a
crime” (Foucault  1991: 166). It is quite ironic that the disciplinary subject should  appear
‘indocile’, while it is in effect the manifestation of pure docility.
As mentioned earlier, the composition of forces finds its roots in the military and the
forces of production, yet has infiltrated most other institutions in society for the purposes of
efficiency and standardization.  The education  system, which includes  the basic  education
system, is no exception to this assembly-line-like composition of forces, as can be noted in
this attempted definition of a well-organised education system:
Systems at equilibrium can be compared with a well oiled machine (or factory) in which children are
processed (educated). In this sense... the education system (school) comes complete with production
goals  (desired  end  states;  objectives  (precise  intermediate  end  states);  raw  material  (children);  a
physical plant (school building); a 13-stage assembly line (grades R – 12); directives for each stage
(curriculum guides); processes for each stage (instruction); managers for each stage (teachers); plant
supervisors  (principals);  trouble  shooters  (consultants,  diagnosticians);  quality  control  mechanisms
(discipline,  rules,  lock-step  progress  through  stages,  conformity);  interchangeability  of  parts
(teacher-proof curriculum, 25 students per processing unit, equality of treatment); uniform criteria for
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all (standardised testing interpreted on the normal curve); and basic product available in several lines of
trim (academic, vocational, business, general). (Van Schalkwyk 1996: 7)
This rather mechanistic (not to mention horrifying) description of the education system, and
its various ‘components’, clearly illustrates the manner in which (probably) the majority of
educationists  perceive  the  educational  process,  and  also  provides  clearer  insight  into  the
character  of  the flexible  generalist.  The learners  are  compared to  “interchangeable”  “raw
material”  that  is  “processed” into final  “basic  products”,  whilst  the production process is
performed  under  “uniform  criteria”.  In  other  words,  this  inhuman  comparison  not  only
reduces the individual to a standardised cog in a machine, but also implicates a certain intent
concerning the education system. The questions that immediately come to mind are: what are
these “products” produced for? And, why are they produced according to a “standardized
testing interpreted on the normal curve”? The answer to these questions is implicit  in the
analogy used in the above quote: the learners are educated in a standardised curriculum, at
present  based  on  neo-liberal  economic  principles,  which  endorses  economic  viability,  in
order to assume their respective roles in the production chain, whilst,  through the various
disciplinary  techniques  and  practices,  they  are  rendered  docile  and  pliable,  subjecting
themselves to the norms of the dominant discourses.
To conclude this section on disciplinary techniques, a summary will be given of the
characteristics  of  the  individuality,  or  subjectivity,  produced  by  the  four  disciplinary
techniques. The docile body, as suggested by Foucault,  is “cellular (by the play of spatial
distribution), it is organic (by the coding of activities), it is genetic (by the accumulation of
time),  it  is combinatory (by the composition of forces)”. This is achieved by drawing up
tables,  by  prescribing  movements,  by  imposing  exercises,  and,  in  order  to  obtain  the
combination of forces, by the arrangement of tactics (Foucault 1991: 167). In other words,
the docile  body subjects itself  to the rigorous partitioning and control of the individual’s
space, through the art of distributions; of the body, through the meticulous control of activity;
of time, through the organisation of geneses; and, finally, of the individual’s place in society
as  a  whole,  through the  composition  of  forces.  Thus,  these  disciplinary  techniques  have
extended the exercise of power from the large scale operation of power over the social whole
to  the  control  of  the  smallest  details  and  actions  of  the  body.  The  docile  body  is,
subsequently, extremely useful within the numerous institutions of society that, for the sake
of  efficiency  and  utility,  require  disciplined  and  pliable  bodies.  However,  this  docility,
efficiency and utility,  comes at the price of critical  and relative-autonomous thinking and
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decision-making.  Importantly,  as  mentioned  before,  individuals  are  not  exclusively
determined  by  a  particular  discourse,  and  can,  therefore,  subscribe  to  a  different  or
counter-discourse,  often  attaining  critical  capacity  and the  ability  to  think  in  a  relatively
autonomous manner.  Nevertheless,  the problem is  that  the majority  of  individuals  fail  to
recognise discipline and efficiency as mere discourses and, even more detrimental, view these
discourses as inherently beneficent. In light of the above evidence, this dissertation posits that
docility is a core characteristic of the flexible generalist. In fact, the notion of being ‘flexible’,
defined as (1) able to change to suit new conditions or situations, and (2) able to bend easily
without  breaking,  already  correlates  with  the  pliability  inherent  to  docility.  The  basic
education system of South Africa drums disciplinary techniques and discourses into the child
from an early age in order to achieve this docility, and, for the most part seems to succeed.
Moreover, Foucault identifies three instruments of disciplinary power that contributes to the
rationalization and normalization of these disciplinary techniques, thereby guaranteeing their
continuous triumph over the individual. 
2.4 The Means of Correct Training: The Instruments of Power that Ensure
the Production of the Flexible Generalist
In order to understand how the four disciplinary techniques maintain a hold over individuals,
this dissertation will now examine the correct means of training. The focus in this section of
Foucault’s  text is  on the power-machinations  that allow the disciplinary techniques  to be
successful in producing the docile  body, and specifically  deals with the manner in which
individual bodies are created out of the group. In other words, the question here is: why do
people take part in disciplinary practices and techniques, and subscribe to discourses such as
efficiency and discipline? As pointed out by Foucault, disciplinary power “trains the moving,
confused,  useless  multitudes  of  bodies  and  forces  them into  a  multiplicity  of  individual
elements – small, separate cells, organic autonomies, genetic identities and continuities and
combinatory segments... it is a modest, suspicious power, which functions as a calculated, but
permanent economy” (Foucault 1991: 170). The three instruments that produce disciplinary
power are hierarchical observation, normalizing judgement and a combination of the two –
the examination.
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2.4.1 Hierarchical Observation
The  first  instrument  which  propagates  disciplinary  power  in  society  is  hierarchical
observation, which  refers  to  the  observatory  element  within  discipline.  Disciplinary
observation assumes the form of an “apparatus in which the techniques that make it possible
to see induce effects of power, and in which, conversely, the means of coercion make those
on  whom  they  are  applied  clearly  visible”  (Foucault  1991:  171).  The  first  element  of
importance,  in  terms  of  hierarchical  observation,  is  the  architectural  space  of  a  given
institution, which should be arranged in a manner that makes all objects and bodies visible in
terms  of  surveillance.  Foucault  employs  the  example  of  the  military  camp  in  order  to
illustrate this rearrangement of architectural space: “the geometry of the paths, the number
and distribution of the tents, the orientation of their entrances, the disposition of files and
ranks were exactly defined; the network of gazes that supervised one another was laid down”
(Foucault  1991:  171).  Therefore,  the  overall  function  of  architecture  changed  from  the
aesthetic of grandeur (as is the case with palaces and cathedrals), or the ability to observe the
external space (for example fortresses) to the ability to monitor and influence the internal
relations and, especially, achieve the control of those who are inside it. Ultimately, the goal is
to transform the individuals within the architectural space. It acts “on those it shelters, to
provide a  hold on their  conduct,  to  carry the effects  of power right  to  them, to  make it
possible to know them, to alter them” (Foucault 1991: 172).
Nowhere (with the possible exception of the panoptical prison) is the rearrangement
of architectural  space,  for  the purposes  of hierarchical  observation,  as  apparent  as  in  the
education  institution.  The  buildings  are  usually  in  neat,  segmented  rows,  consisting  of
identical cellular classrooms, each one similar in the arrangement of windows and door. The
architectural  design  allows  teachers  and  supervisors  to  monitor  the  learners  during  class
transitions and breaks, thus ensuring discipline at all times. The visibility of the classrooms,
in relation to the uniform placement of doors and windows, also allows management, such as
the principal and administrative personnel, to monitor the teaching process as a whole, thus
subjecting not only the learners to hierarchical observation, but also the teachers. Inside the
classroom “there is a chalkboard with a table in front of it and four or five neat rows of desks
facing  the  front”  (Classen  1998:  78).  The  rows  of  desks  are,  traditionally,  symmetrical,
providing  adequate  space  for  the  teacher  to  move  among  the  desks  and  monitor  all  the
students, whilst simultaneously rendering all desks visible from the front of the class. In the
contemporary  OBE  curriculum,  with  its  emphasis  on  group  work,  “desks  will  often  be
grouped into circles of four or five. This allows for group and team work, for learners to
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organise and manage themselves and their activities”, whilst maintaining adequate space for
the teacher to observe and control the learners and the learning process (Claassen 1998: 78).
In other  words,  the arrangement  of  architectural  space allows the success  of  hierarchical
observation  within  the  basic  education  institution.  Learners  are,  for  the  most  part,
permanently visible, whilst being aware of their visibility and therefore acting according to
the disciplinary standards.
Subsequently, a system of surveillance is required in order for the reorganization of
the  architectural  space  to  yield  results.  According to  Foucault,  this  system had to  break
surveillance down into ever smaller elements, while simultaneously increasing its productive
function: “specify the surveillance and make it functional” (Foucault 1991: 174). Therefore,
each institution developed a system of surveillance proper to it.  Foucault  points out that,
although this process was initially developed in the factory, the subject is embedded within
such a system from an early age within the education system, which includes pre-primary,
primary, further, and higher education. Surveillance is not only achieved by the teacher over
the learners, but, as indicated before, an entire hierarchy of ‘officers’ are employed to further
this purpose, including prefects, monitors, tutors, and writing officers. Although one or two
of  these  roles  actually  entail  pedagogical  purposes,  which  contributes  to  the  teacher’s
function in terms of teaching, the general objective is to maximise surveillance and achieve
discipline.  Indeed,  the  entire  education  system  is  based  on  an  administrative  system  of
surveillance  inherent  in  the  “Continuous  Assessment”  (CASS)  structure  of  the  OBE
curriculum.  Teachers  are  required  to  compile  a  teacher’s  CASS “Portfolio  of  Evidence”
(PoE) for each of the learning areas that they teach. These CASS portfolios are dense filing
systems that are required to display evidence of a staggering range, including evidence of
“CAPS documents”, “lesson plans”, “Assessment Standards”, “assignments and activities”,
“memorandums and rubrics”, as well as recording sheets (Department of Education 1997b).
As if this is not enough administration, a teacher must ensure that each learner also has a
Portfolio of Evidence, containing all completed assignments, revision work, tests and exams:
“the work within the portfolio must have a clear intent and purpose that  is  linked to the
learning programme outcomes” (Janse van Rensburg 1998b: 86). Subsequently, the teacher is
required to present the CASS portfolio, as well as a specified number of learner portfolios
(usually 20% of the total learners per class), at biannual “CASS Cluster Meetings”, at which
the portfolios are moderated by peers (teachers from other schools), as well as an official
from the department of education. This rigorous adherence to intense administration, in spite
of the stress it undoubtedly places on the actual teaching-learning process, has hierarchical
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observation  as  its  aim.  As  a  result,  teachers  are  not  only  monitoring  and examining  the
learners, but the teacher, as well as the teaching process is being monitored by the department
of  education,  establishing  an  economy  of  power,  and  (supposedly)  ensuring  a  uniform
national  standard  of  discipline  and knowledge.  The education  institution,  like  most  other
institutions in society, functions, therefore, on the basis of three procedures combined into
one mechanism: “teaching proper, the acquisition of knowledge by the very practice of the
pedagogical activity and a reciprocal, hierarchized observation. A relation of surveillance... is
inscribed at the heart of the practice of teaching... which increases its efficiency” (Foucault
1991: 176).
Ultimately, hierarchical observation allows disciplinary power to infiltrate all levels
of the institution, and transforms it into an integrated system, since everyone and everything
is monitored and judged, at least theoretically, at all times:
It was organised as a multiple, automatic and anonymous power; for although surveillance rests on
individuals, its functioning is that of a network of relations from top to bottom, but also to a certain
extent from bottom to top and laterally; this network ‘holds’ the whole together and traverses it in its
entirety (Foucault 1991: 177).
This power, unlike the juridico-discursive conception of power as ‘property’ of the monarch,
the government,  the manager  or teacher,  “is not possessed as a thing,  or transferred as a
property; it functions like a piece of machinery... it is the apparatus as a whole that produces
‘power’ and distributes individuals in this permanent and controlled field” (Foucault 1991:
177).  Through this constant network of gazes individuals are controlled,  and, eventually,
control themselves despite the hierarchical structure – much like Bentham’s Panopticon. It is
a far more subtle power, but nonetheless physical, since it controls the body and its actions
more meticulously.
2.4.2 Normalizing Judgement
The second cornerstone of the success of the distribution of disciplinary power within society
is normalizing judgment, which is also present in the basic education system. Firstly, at the
core of every disciplinary system functions a micro-penal mechanism, which provides rules,
regulations and ‘norms’, as well as particular forms of judgment and punishment. The focus
of this  penal mechanism is  on all  the aspects left  unchecked by the law in general,  and,
subsequently, this mechanism “defined and repressed a mass of behaviour that the relative
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indifference of the great systems of punishment had allowed to escape” (Foucault 1991: 178).
Institutions  such  as  the  school  were  subject  to  a  “micro-penality  of  time  (latenesses,
absences),  of  activity  (inattention,  negligence,  lack  of  zeal),  of  behaviour  (impoliteness,
disobedience), of speech (idle chatter, insolence), of the body (incorrect attitudes, irregular
gestures, lack of cleanliness), of sexuality (impurity, indecency)”, all of which established the
system’s  norm (Foucault  1991:  178).  A division  is,  therefore,  established between major
illegalities, i.e. the laws of the constitution, and the minor illegalities (micro-penal system)
contained in each individual school’s regulations and rules. The micro-penal mechanism not
only covers the desired ‘norms’, but also provides a system of punishment that ranges from
“light physical punishment to minor deprivations and petty humiliations”:
Everything might serve to punish the slightest thing; each subject finds himself caught in a punishable,
punishing universality. ‘By the word punishment, one must understand everything that is capable of
making children feel the offence they have committed, everything that is capable of humiliating them,
of confusing them: ... a certain coldness, a certain indifference, a question, a humiliation, a removal
from office’. (Foucault 1991: 178)
The focus of the various forms of punishment, much like the rules and regulations, is the
achievement of the ‘norm’ established by the disciplinary system. Therefore, punishment not
only applies to blatant transgressions, but also the slightest deviation from the established
norm.
Thus,  disciplinary  punishment  should  always  be  corrective  in  nature,  in  order  to
reduce  the  gap  between  deviancy  and  norm.  In  general,  corrective  punishment  favours
exercise, which is the repetition of various forms of training, usually intensified in order to
fulfil the role of punishment and correction. This corrective mode of punishment is nowhere
more apparent  than within the education system. Foucault  provides an apt  example  from
Jean-Baptiste de La Salle’s  Conduite des écoles chrétiennes: “‘of all penances, impositions
are  the  most  honest  for  a  teacher,  the  most  advantageous  for  the  parents’;  they  make it
possible to ‘derive, from the very offences of the children, means of advancing their progress
by correcting their defects’” (Foucault 1991: 179).
In addition, Foucault suggests that punishment is only one element within a double
system of ‘gratification-punishment’, which constitutes the complete process of training and
correction. In fact, more emphasis is placed on the gratification process, which rewards the
correct behaviour (the norm) according to a contextual scale, and, in turn, encourages the
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subject to strive for the norm whilst avoiding any lapse into deviancy. Foucault aptly refers to
it  as  a  ‘penal  accountancy’  that  rewards  and punishes  according to  a  scale  that  operates
between an extreme negative- and an extreme positive pole. Consequently, by quantifying
behaviour  “the disciplinary  apparatuses  hierarchized  the ‘good’ and the  ‘bad’  subjects  in
relation  to  one another”  (Foucault  1991:  181).  This  system creates  knowledge  about  the
different individuals in a specific system by constantly documenting their ‘good’ and ‘bad’
behaviour:  “by assessing  acts  with  precision,  discipline  judges  individuals  ‘in  truth’;  the
penalty that it implements is integrated into the cycle of knowledge of individuals”. 
As a result, individuals are distributed according to ranks, or grades, which “marks the
gaps, hierarchized qualities, skills and aptitudes; but it also punishes and rewards” (Foucault
1991: 181). The ranks themselves take on the form of punishments and rewards: if the subject
achieves the required norms she/he is rewarded with a higher rank; on the other hand, if the
behaviour  deviates  from  the  norm  the  process  is  reversed.  This  system  of
‘gratification-punishment’ based on rank had/has a double effect. Firstly, it arranges subjects
according to their  skills  and their  behaviour, and, subsequently,  according to the use that
could be made of them within a particular institution or system. Secondly, it demands that all
subjects subscribe to the same standardized ‘model’, so that they might all be subjected to
docility. In short, it is not so much a system that punishes, but rather one that  normalizes
individuals. 
Thus,  punishment  is  an  integral  component  in  successful  education,  especially  in
relation to contemporary South African society, which requires the production of disciplined
flexible generalists that are able to contribute to the national economy. In recent years, the
Department of Education of South Africa has placed particular emphasis on how to establish
discipline within education in the wake of the abolition of corporal punishment in public (and
private) education institutions under the South African Schools Act (1996), which stated “(1)
No person may administer corporal punishment at a school to a learner; (2) Any person who
contravenes subsection 1 is guilty of an offence, and liable on conviction to a sentence which
could be imposed for assault”. As a result, the department of education published a policy
document,  Alternatives to Corporal Punishment (2000), pertaining to alternative forms of
punishment under the slogan of ‘discipline’. The policy document commences by introducing
the perceived difference between corporal punishment and ‘discipline’:
It is important to make a distinction between discipline and punishment. Punishment is based on the
belief that  if  children are made to suffer  for  doing wrong,  they will  not  repeat  their inappropriate
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behaviour. This approach has done untold damage to countless children, often resulting in feelings of
alienation, entrenched patterns of anti-social behaviour and even acts of violence. The second part of
this  document  considers  the  distinct  differences  between  punishment  as  a  punitive  measure  and
discipline as an educative and corrective practice. (Department of Education 2000: ii)
It is already apparent from this quotation that “discipline” is not perceived as a state that can
be  definitively  achieved,  nor  is  it  linked  to  punishment,  a  process  apparently  rooted  in
suffering,  but rather a continuous process of corrective practice.  Although the banning of
corporal  punishment  did not  go  uncontested,  with  supporters  insisting  that  it  is  the  only
means to achieve proper discipline within the classroom, the government and Department of
Education posits that it “is a practice which debases everyone involved in it... so close to the
21st Century, juvenile whipping is cruel, it is inhuman and it is degrading. No compelling
interest  has  been proved which  can  justify  the  practice.  Nor  has  it  been shown to  be  a
significantly effective deterrent... its effect is likely to be coarsened and degrading rather than
rehabilitative”  (Department  of  Education  2000:  6).  Hence,  as  suggested  by  Foucault,
disciplinary discourses and practices are legitimated, not only based on their effectiveness,
but also based on their ‘humane’ approach, as opposed to previous forms of punishment that
were inhuman in practice and consequence. As indicated in the previous section, disciplinary
techniques and practices were, and are, present within the education system, but were also
extended to the sphere of punishment. Consequently, punishment is not actually abolished, as
the  department  of  education  claims,  but  rather  transformed  in  such  a  way  that  it
accommodates the dominant disciplinary economy of power.
As  suggested  by  Foucault,  the  first  step  within  normalizing  judgement  is  the
establishment  of  a  micro-penal  mechanism.  The  department  of  education  provides  the
following imperatives  that  should form part  of every school’s micro-penal  mechanism in
relation  to  learner  discipline  (Department  of  Education  2000:  23):  (1)
Time-keeping/Absenteeism  (which  includes  abiding  by  school  times  and  following
absenteeism procedures); (2) dress code and appearance (uniform requirements and rules of
neatness  and  cleanliness);  (3)  textbooks  and  stationery  (required  resource  material  and
stationery); and (4) Miscellaneous (Rules relating to, for example, cleanliness of classrooms
and school, bringing possessions to school, consuming food, breaking school equipment etc).
It is quite apparent how each of these rules and regulations functions to establish a certain
norm, which students are required to maintain. 
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The punishment employed by the basic education system, in true disciplinary fashion
is essentially corrective in nature and assumes exercise as its method: “Children learn by
doing. Give the child a non-abusive task to perform, preferably one that is related to what the
child has done wrong. A child who has to fix, clean and tidy something that he or she has
broken or dirtied,  will  be less likely to repeat  that  behaviour  in future” (Childline  South
Africa 2012: 5).  This form of punishment  or,  as the Department  of Education  insists,  of
discipline,  also  refers  to  detention,  in  which  learners  are  required  to  do  either  writing
exercises (a written repetition of the transgression and appropriate behaviour) or revision of
the  school  day’s  work.  Either  way,  the  discipline  is  designed  to  correct  the  learner’s
behaviour  and  reunite  the  learner  with  the  established  norm.  The  other  form  of
discipline-punishment, especially within the foundation and intermediate phases of the basic
education  system,  is  the  time-out  corrective  punishment,  which  is  strikingly  similar  to
incarceration: “Time out, if used, is meant to isolate and banish the learner for a set period of
time...  [It] is open-ended and managed by the learner who determines his/her readiness to
gain self control, i.e. when the learner can return to the learning environment depends on the
learner’s agreeing on the terms and then determining when he or she is ready to comply”
(Department of Education 2000: 11). As is the case with corrective detention, time out also
focuses on segregating the norm(al) and the abnormal, which is followed by the elimination
of that which is abnormal and the corrective practices that re-establish the norm.
Although the education institution employs disciplinary punishment to control minor
transgressions and taboos, the prominent means of ensuring discipline assumes the form of
gratification  and  positive  reinforcement.  In  fact,  positive  reinforcement  includes  various
techniques  and  principles  that  aim  to  produce  disciplined  subjects,  whilst  punishment  is
reduced to two mechanisms (detention and time out). As indicated by Foucault, gratification
generally operates along the lines of rank – the ‘good’ students become prefects and monitors
(among other  examples)  as  a  reward  for  their  disciplined  and  efficient  behaviour.  Other
methods of encouraging discipline include “giving praise to the learner, leading by example
as a teacher or educator, negotiating compromises with the learners, and employing guidance
and counselling methods” (Childline South Africa 2012: 4 – 5). Positive reinforcement, i.e.
gratification, aims to institute a routine of disciplinary behaviour, which should appear far
more  rewarding  than  abnormal  behaviour.  In  this  sense,  the  learner  is  prepared  for  the
‘working world’ that operates along similar lines of gratification-punishment.
However, in spite of the humane approach in discipline adopted by the Department of
Education,  “disruptive  behaviour  continues  to  be  the  most  discussed  problem  in  South
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African schools” (Marais and Meier 2010: 41). While the Department of Education, as well
as numerous educationists, support notions such as positive reinforcement and exercise-based
punishment,  teachers  in  general  maintain  that  the  “abolition  of  corporal  punishment  in
schools has left a gap which cannot be filled and that it has led to all kinds of disciplinary
problems in school” (Marais and Meier 2010: 41). The reason, according to most teachers
and those involved with education on a practical level, is that the “new methods”, although
theoretically sound, fail to produce results on a practical level. Without the aid of repressive
methods teachers are struggling to enforce the same level of discipline that was achieved
before  the  banning  of  corporal  punishment.  Teachers  who  unsuccessfully  enforce  the
“alternatives” to corporate punishment largely place the blame on “a lack of positive role
models”, including the example set by the parents (Marais and Meier 2010: 53). The only
means to deal with undisciplined learners is detention and time out, whilst severe cases are
recommended to psychologists and counsellors, with only the worst cases, after a series of
futile warnings and bureaucratic steps, facing expulsion.
Although this seems to indicate a failure on the part of disciplinary punishment, it
simply, as Foucault illustrates in relation to the failure of the prison system, forms part and
parcel  of  ‘carceral’  society.  Approaching it  from this  direction  it  becomes  clear  that  the
education system, yet again, functions as a micro-community for children, preparing them to
someday enter society proper, and by implication extending the economy of power to this
micro-community. Already at this stage the delinquents are being separated from the ‘normal
children’, their behaviour documented, and their ‘conditions’ studied by experts. As Foucault
suggests,
One would be forced to suppose that the prison, and no doubt punishment in general, is not intended to
eliminate offences, but rather to distinguish them, to distribute them, to use them; that it is not so much
that they render docile those who are liable to transgress the law, but that they tend to assimilate the
transgression of the laws in a general tactics of subjection. Penalty would then appear to be a way of
handling illegalities, of laying down the limits of tolerance, of giving free reign to some, of putting
pressure on others. (Foucault 1991: 272)
Thus,  the  abolition  of  corporal  punishment  and the  introduction  of  the  new methods  of
disciplinary punishment allow the study of delinquency, and eventually criminology, to start
within the early years  of the individual’s  development.  Furthermore,  the school’s role as
disciplinary institution is by no means a failure. As indicated in the discussion of the various
disciplinary  technologies,  the  micro-disciplinary  techniques  and  practices  are  generally
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successful in producing the docile body. Disciplinary punishment, on the other hand, governs
the minority who are not as compliant, by documenting, studying, and classifying them in a
network  of  power-knowledge  relations.  It’s  a  system  that  safeguards  the  ‘norm’  by
categorising and controlling the ‘abnormal’, and, in certain cases, restores the ‘abnormal’ to
the ‘norm’ through corrective procedures.
Therefore,  as  is  the  case  with  surveillance,  normalization  functions  as  one of  the
primary instruments of disciplinary power. Everyone and everything is judged according to
the law of the norm. It “imposes homogeneity; but it individualizes by making it possible to
measure gaps, to determine levels, to fix specialities and to render the differences useful by
fitting  them  one  to  another”  (Foucault  1991:  184).  In  the  South  African  context,  the
individual  is  initiated  into  this  process  of  normalization  during  the  compulsory  basic
education  phase,  in  which the norms adhered to  in society are  instilled  in  the individual
through  the  process  of  normalizing  judgement,  with  its  micro-penal  mechanism  and  its
system of gratification-punishment.
2.4.3 The Examination
The third instrument of disciplinary power, and arguably the most important of the three,
especially in terms of the theme of this dissertation, is  examination. Keith Hoskin suggests
that  examination  is,  of all  the disciplinary  technologies  discussed by Foucault,  “the most
obviously educational, more so even than discipline, which tends over-easily to be misread as
a technique solely of power and control” (Hoskin 1990: 31). Although examination spreads
across the human sciences, and is exercised in most, if not all, institutions in society, it finds
its roots in education. As illustrated by Hoskin, in certain schools in Paris and Bologna during
the 12th Century, “examination of learners by their teachers became formalized,  as a final
proof of pedagogic and disciplinary competence” (Hoskin 1990: 46). Licensing assumed a
central role, since the teachers within these schools required licences granted by “bishops,
Cathedral chancellors, and the like”, and it introduced the legal basis for a new professional
power: “the power of the experts who professed in a certain knowledge field to examine and
then give a licence or qualification to practice in that field on the basis of that examination”
(Hoskin 1990:  46).  In a  sense,  examination  combines  the techniques  present  within both
hierarchical observation and normalizing judgment: “it is a normalizing gaze, a surveillance
that makes it possible to qualify, to classify and to punish” (Foucault 1991: 184). However,
examination transformed the previously discussed instruments in three primary manners.
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Firstly, examination transformed the economy of visibility into the exercise of power.
The older forms of power, represented through the juridico-discursive conception of power,
such as the power of the monarch,  manifested itself  as visible,  whilst  the one whom the
power was exercised over was only made visible in terms of that power – “they received light
only from that portion of power that was conceded to them” (Foucault 1991: 187). On the
other hand, disciplinary power is a subtle form of power – its aim is to remain invisible – but
it renders visible those who are subjected to it. In other words, unlike monarchic power that
only bestows individuality on the monarch, whilst leaving the masses in a state of anonymity,
disciplinary power bestows individuality on each and every member of a given society by
rendering each person continuously visible. It is only when the subject is constantly visible,
always mindful of being seen, that disciplinary power can operate successfully. Therefore,
examination allows disciplinary power to remain undetected; “instead of imposing its mark
on its subjects, it holds them in a mechanism of objectification”, which in turn controls the
behaviour of the subjects (Foucault 1991: 187).
Secondly,  examination  introduces  individuality  into the field of  documentation  by
capturing  individuals  in  an  entire  network  of  documents  that  defines  and  fixes  them.
Examination brought with it a system of concise registration and administrative procedures,
which  recorded  specific  useful  details  about  the  individual  concerned  depending  on  the
institution in question. The military requires ‘identification, signalling or description’, since
this information is necessary to track down deserters,  order squadrons, and keep track of
disappearances and deaths. The education institution documents the quality and aptitude of
each learner according to level and abilities,  and indicates how to best make use of each
individual based on these documented skills. In short, examination, as a continuous ritual,
produces an entire archive of knowledge concerning each individual in disciplinary society,
“making it possible to classify, to form categories, to determine averages, to fix norms”, all of
which resulting in acute control to be exercised over the individual by determining the correct
behaviour according to the norm (Foucault 1991: 190).
Thirdly, examination, through constant documentation, makes each individual a case
to be studied as a ‘branch of knowledge’, resulting in the exercise of power over the subject.
The case “is the individual as he may be described, judged, measured, compared with others,
in his very individuality;  and it is also the individual who has to be trained or corrected,
classified,  normalized,  excluded,  etc.”  (Foucault  1991: 191).  As pointed out  by Foucault,
unlike  older  forms  of  biographical  documentation,  which  usually  took  on  the  form  of
heroization,  disciplinary  documentation  functions  as  a  ‘procedure  of  objectification  and
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subjection’. By reducing individuals to cases, disciplinary institutions maximise control over
the members of society. Each case is constituted by an archive of knowledge presided over by
the  ‘experts’  of  society,  who  examine,  control  and  correct  each  case  according  to  the
overarching norms established by disciplinary power.
Take, as an example, the above mentioned Continuous Assessment Portfolio system.
The child’s Portfolio of Evidence renders her/him visible as a learner, always at the ready to
be examined and judged according to her/his achievements within the educational process:
“Assessment is the means of obtaining information which allows teachers, pupils and parents
to make professional judgments about pupils’ progress” (Janse van Rensburg 1998b: 82). As
suggested by Foucault, ‘individuals as cases’ can only be examined in relation to a system of
established norms, which, in this case, assumes the form of “Assessment Standards” that are
based on the specific and critical outcomes of each learning area. The following questions are
taken into account when assessing a child’s standard (Janse van Rensburg 1998b: 92 – 93):
• Has the learner covered the content implicit in the outcomes?
• Can the learner apply the knowledge and skills accurately in different contexts?
• Were the tasks fair and challenging in terms of the learner’s background, language or any
special circumstances?
• Is the standard of the learner’s work consistent with the profile level to which the outcomes
belong?
Answering the above list of questions enables the teacher to determine the learner’s “level of
attainment”.  This,  in turn, determines various factors,  such as grade promotions,  learning
assistance requirements,  as well as “special  needs in relation to learning” (Department  of
Education 2011b). Overall,  the learner becomes subject to the various educational experts
that examine, judge, and categorise the learner within a network of power relations aimed at
normalizing and standardizing the individual.
 What is more, each school also maintains learner files that not only document the
child’s educational progress, but also list details on the child’s history, family background,
medical  and  psychological  conditions  and  disciplinary  record.  This  file  accompanies  the
learner  from school  to  school,  and  can  even  be  made  available  to  psychologists,  future
employers  and  tertiary  educational  institutions  on  request.  Experts  from  various  fields,
including  teachers,  department  of  education  officials,  and  various  medical  personages,
examine the learner’s file, detecting any abnormalities and, subsequently, prescribe corrective
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procedures that will set the learner back on the ‘straight-and-narrow’. Ultimately, the constant
examination, judgment and correction of the learner contribute to the normalisation of the
child.  Through examination  the  learner  makes  her-/himself  a  known case,  a  subject,  but
always in relation to the established norm, in this case the ‘flexible generalist’.  Similar to
Althusser’s  “Absolute  Subject”,  the  established  norm  functions  both  as  goal  and
measurement-tool, and, as a result, also functions as a diffusion-point for power relations that
control the individual, rendering him/her pliable, docile and useful.
In conclusion of Chapter 2, it can be stated that disciplinary power is central to the
success of consumer-capitalist  discourse – the contemporary embodiment  of an economic
system that was already dominant in the 19th century in a different guise, under conditions of
exploitative  colonialism.  According  to  Foucault,  disciplinary  power,  through the  arduous
regimentation of time and space, produces the docile body: a body that is produced by, and
subjects  itself  to  the normalizing  practices  of society.  The correlation between the docile
body and the flexible generalist is quite apparent – much like the docile body, the flexible
generalist is required to be pliable and adaptable, specifically in economic terms, whilst being
critically and politically impotent, so as not to question authority. However, as mentioned
earlier in this chapter, the ‘products’ of the various disciplinary institutions aren’t always as
pliable as is expected, often showing early signs of delinquency. This minor failure of the
various disciplinary techniques is an integral  part  of carceral  society,  since it  enables the
study of the ‘abnormal’, which largely assumes the form of delinquency, and has bestowed
credence on the science of criminology. There are also cases in which individuals resist the
disciplinary  discourses  of  carceral  society  by  subscribing  to  an  alternative  or
counter-discourse.  Although there  are  cases  in  which the  individual  attains  a  measure of
autonomy,  as  will  be  illustrated  in  the  final  chapter  of  this  dissertation,  the  majority  of
individuals  seek  their  liberation  through  sexuality,  but  are,  in  turn,  controlled  through
bio-power, thus remaining economically useful yet critically docile.
Bio-power, though the ‘deployment of sexuality’, contributes to this state of critical
docility and economic activity in two ways: firstly, it controls the population though notions
such  us  population  growth  rates,  mortality  rates,  birth  rates  etc.,  in  order  to  effectively
exercise  power  over  the  workforce.  Secondly,  by  endowing  sexuality  with  liberating
qualities,  whilst  elevating  it  to  the  object  of  a  scientific  knowledge  that  requires  the
examination and guidance of an expert, it establishes the notion of a latent truth that must be
uncovered  to  achieve  liberation  and  self-actualisation.   Thus,  disciplinary  power  and
bio-power  operate  in  tandem  to  produce  the  docile  body  that  is  “spoken”  by
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consumer-capitalist discourses, whilst, for the most part, being unable to subscribe to truly
resistant, self-empowering discourses.
CHAPTER  3  –  THE  ROLE  OF  BIO-POWER  IN  THE
FORMATION OF THE FLEXIBLE GENERALIST
Perhaps one day people will wonder at this. They will not be able to understand how a civilization so intent on
developing enormous instruments of  production and destruction found the time and the infinite patience to
inquire so anxiously concerning the actual state of sex; people will smile perhaps when they recall that here
were men – meaning ourselves – who believed that therein resided a truth every bit as precious as the one they
had already demanded from the earth, the stars, and the pure forms of their thought – Michel Foucault, 1976.
Ivor Goodson and Ian Dowbiggin conducted a Foucaultian study of the commonalities in the
history  of  psychiatry  and  schooling,  indicating  that  both  employ  similar  disciplinary
instruments that contribute to the production of docile bodies. However, they also point out
that,  “as  recent  accounts  of  psychiatry  and schooling  have  shown,  the  human objects  of
domination demonstrate resistance and display oppositional behaviour in the face of social
reproductionist mechanisms” (Goodson and Dowbiggin 1990: 107). This is arguably related
to a notion raised during the discussion of Althusser’s unified RSA: the idea that repressive
control of the body, which functions through various disciplinary techniques that are based on
rules, regulations and norms, surfaces as a ‘visible’ exercise of power over the body. In other
words, in certain cases, the subject is aware of the control directed at the body, as well as
possible internal inconsistencies related to disciplinary practice, which, in turn, generates the
need for the transgression of these disciplinary discursive practices.
Although  certain  available  discourses  (especially  ones  that  counter  the  dominant
discourses  of  society)  enable  the  subject  to  attain  a  level  of  relative  autonomy  and  the
capacity for critical thinking, a large majority of individuals in society seek their liberation
through  sexuality.  In  the  wake  of  the  ‘repressive  hypothesis’,  sexuality  has  come  to  be
viewed as an element in the oppression of the lower classes - a means to control the working
class  and  ensure  an  even  feed  of  workers  into  the  production  chain.  In  The  History  of
Sexuality Volume 1 Foucault questions the validity of the repressive hypothesis, indicating
that it is merely another discourse in the great ‘deployment of sexuality’. In fact, the putative
‘liberation’ inherent to the deployment of sexuality is merely a form of pseudo-transgression,
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as the numerous discourses surrounding sexuality, especially those related to the repressive
hypothesis, serve as anchorage points for the diffusion of ‘bio-power’ – a power over life
that,  in  the  present  era,  operates  in  the  interests  of  neo-liberal  economics,  and,  as  this
dissertation intends to argue, contributes to the production of the flexible generalist.
This chapter will initially discuss Foucault’s theories concerning the deployment of
sexuality and the diffusion of bio-power and, subsequently, briefly determine its relevance to
the South African milieu. This will be followed by an analysis of the deployment of sexuality
within the basic educational discursive-practices of South Africa, in relation to informal and
formal  pedagogy,  in  order  to  demonstrate  how  the  education  institution  disseminates
bio-power,  affecting  the  development  of  the  learner  and  propagating  consumer-capitalist
culture. The specific focus will be on Foucault’s four anchorage points of the deployment of
sexuality – that is,  the  hysterization of women’s bodies,  the  pedagogization of children’s
sexuality,  the  socialization  of procreative  behaviour,  and the  psychiatrization of  perverse
pleasure – to indicate how they function as “dividing practices” within sexuality,  thereby
separating the ‘abnormal’ from the ‘normal’ forms of sexuality, objectivising the subject in
the process. Arguably, the individual subjects her-/himself to certain “liberated sexualities”
propagated by the mass media (informal pedagogy) and the basic education system (formal
pedagogy) as a means to transgress both disciplinary and sexual subjectification12. Contrary
to  providing  a  form  of  liberation,  these  sexualities  anaesthetise  the  individual’s  critical
capacity and propagate consumer-capitalist culture in various ways.
3.1 Bio-Power in Contemporary Society
In  The  History  of  Sexuality  Volume  1, Foucault  conducts  a  genealogical  reading  of  the
discourse of sexuality and the manner in which it  functions as a point of distribution for
power-relations. Although, at first glance, this notion might seem secondary to the dominant
role of discipline in society, Foucault constructs an intricate argument to indicate how the
notion of sexuality, as well as the practice of confession that is inextricably linked to it, has,
in  part,  produced a  form of  power  that  is  considerably  more  pervasive  than  disciplinary
power.  This  “bio-power”,  as  Foucault  terms  it,  has  replaced  “the  right  of  death”,  which
12 It  is  important  to  note  that  this  dissertation  acknowledges  that  not  all
individuals  subscribe  to  such  “liberating  sexualities”  as  a  means  to  transgress
disciplinary  and  sexual  subjectification,  and  admits  that  many  individuals  may  find
creative or critical means to gain a measure of relative autonomy. However, the common
trend in society, especially in relation to teenage learners, is to emulate forms of identity,
usually  enmeshed in  sexuality,  propagated by the  mass  media and/or  the  education
system.
72
belonged to monarchs in most pre-modern societies, as a “power over life” (Foucault 1998).
Bio-power is primarily exercised as a power that preserves, regulates and controls life. Its
most obvious manifestation in society can be noted in population control. However, in many
ways bio-power dovetails with disciplinary power, since it places normalizing controls on the
discipline of the body. Essential  to bio-power is sexuality and the practice of confession,
since individuals place these controls on themselves in the pursuit of a ‘healthy’ sexuality.
Through a genealogical analysis of the discourses surrounding sexuality and sex, Foucault
demonstrates how individuals think of sexuality as the essence of the self, when, in fact, it is
merely  a  social  construct  that  distributes  an  even  more  ubiquitous  form  of  power  than
disciplinary technologies.
Foucault initiates his study by examining the “repressive hypothesis” which holds that
the history of sexuality,  since the late  17th and early 18th Century,  has been a  history of
repression.  According to the repressive hypothesis, the Victorian bourgeoisie confined sex
and sexuality to the marriage “and absorbed it into the serious function of reproduction. On
the subject of sex, silence became the rule” (Foucault 1998: 3). During the 18 th Century, any
form of sex, or sexuality for that matter, that did not coincide with the established norms was
considered taboo. However, there were certain outlets for “illegitimate sexualities” such as
the brothel and the psychiatric hospital, which allowed these “other Victorians”13 a sense of
freedom by ‘engaging in different sexual practices’.  Subsequently,  20th Century European
societies believed that freedom from the bourgeois repression of sex was not only linked to
self-actualisation, but also to politico-economic notions. Foucault persuasively indicates that
“[b]y placing the advent of the age of repression in the seventeenth century... one adjusts it to
coincide with the development of capitalism: it becomes an integral part of the bourgeois
order”  (Foucault  1998:  5).  Therefore,  in  light  of  the  repressive  hypothesis,  it  is  widely
believed in society that people should liberate themselves from this repression, not only as a
means of self-actualisation, but also as a form of political and economic liberation. The only
means of liberation, according to the repressive hypothesis, is to be open about sexuality – to
constantly and openly talk about sexuality, as well as to enjoy sex.
Although Foucault does not deny the notion that sex has been a taboo subject in the
Western tradition, he disagrees with the repressive hypothesis’ insistence that sex has been
repressed and silenced. On the contrary, Foucault asserts that discourse about sexuality and
sex has proliferated  in  the last  three hundred years.  The bourgeoisie  of the 17th and 18th
13 In The History of Sexuality Vol. 1 Foucault attributes this term to Steven Marcus
who extensively dealt with these “other Victorians” in his writing.
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Centuries may have placed tighter controls on the discourse of sexuality, and even on the
discourses related to this discourse, but this control merely served to multiply the discourses
on  sex  and  sexuality,  especially  “in  the  field  of  the  exercise  of  power:  an  institutional
incitement to speak about it, and to do so more and more; a determination on the part of the
agencies  of  power  to  hear  it  spoken  about,  and  to  cause  it to  speak  through  explicit
articulation  and endlessly accumulated  detail”  (Foucault  1998:  18).  The multiplication  of
discourses on sex placed sex and sexuality within power-relations,  since individuals were
expected  to  confess  their  sexual  misconduct  to  a  priest,  who  possessed  the  power  and
knowledge to absolve the individual’s soul from all transgressions.
However,  discourse  on  sex  and  sexuality,  through  constant  proliferation,  quickly
extended beyond the realm of the religious to become a matter of “public interest” in the form
of “analysis, stocktaking, classification, and specification, of quantitative or causal studies”
(Foucault 1998: 23-24). The idea here became the control of populations, which was viewed
by governments as an economic and political problem: “birth and death rates, life expectancy,
fertility, state of health, frequency of illnesses, [as well as] patterns of diets and habitations”
(Foucault 1998: 25). All these notions were linked to discourses on sex and sexuality and tied
into the economic well-being of industrial and early capitalist societies. Thus, the discourses
on sexuality steadily seeped into countless areas of society, including education (the sexuality
of children), medicine and psychiatry, all of which intensified these discourses and multiplied
them at ever increasing rates. At the same time ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ forms of sexuality
were demarcated by the various institutions, in order to control individual sexual behaviour,
but also to examine, study and document sex and sexuality as a pseudo-science.
Therefore, contrary to the repressive hypothesis that posits the notion that sex was
somehow repressed and silenced since the 17th Century, Foucault shows that this repression is
merely a part of the multitude of discourses concerning this particular concept. Foucault aptly
describes the proliferation of discourses on sex and sexuality, which is more relevant than
ever in contemporary society, in The History of Sexuality when he states that
It  may well  be that  we talk about sex more than anything else;  we set  our minds to the task;  we
convince  ourselves  that  we  have  never  said  enough  on  the  subject,  that,  through  inertia  or
submissiveness, we conceal from ourselves the blinding evidence, and that what is essential always
eludes us, so that we must always start out once again in search of it. It is possible that where sex is
concerned the most long-winded, the most impatient of societies is our own (Foucault 1998: 33).
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Increasingly sex became an object of scientific knowledge and, as Foucault illustrates, whilst
previous  cultures  approached sex as an artistic  phenomenon (an art  of  sensual  pleasure),
contemporary culture approaches sex as an object of scientific knowledge. Foucault refers to
the artistic approach to sex as ars erotica, in which the knowledge to be attained is focused
on sensual pleasure and is passed on from a master to a learner, such as the teachings in the
Indian text,  The Kama Sutra. In contrast to  ars erotica, the scientific approach, labelled by
Foucault as scientia sexualis, focuses on confessions extracted from the unlearned individual,
and analysed by “experts” in order to obtain certain truths about the individual’s character
and nature. Hence, the “interplay between truth and sex” developed in the nineteenth century
which is even more prevalent in contemporary society, since an individual’s sexuality is seen
as a channel to countless truths about the ‘self’ or the ‘soul’. Take as an example the fairly
recent notion of a “sex life”, a very unique concept as there are almost no other activities in
an  individual’s  existence  that  are  endowed  with  their  own “life”  that  can  be  “healthy”,
“unhealthy,  and  even  “deviant”.  Contemporary  psychology  places  great  emphasis  on
understanding an individual’s  sex life,  which will  somehow reveal  information  about  the
individual’s ‘self’, relationships, work ethic, as well as his/her general social aptitude. Such
truths are only linked to sex and sexuality, while few other activities are deemed important
enough to reveal a similar level of truth concerning an individual. It was therefore scientific
discourse combined with the practice of confession that produced the current discourse on
sex and sexuality. Subjects are required to confess, to reveal their “darkest desires”, thereby
achieving liberation, and these confessions are codified into a quasi-scientific form.
When taking these discursive developments  into account,  as well  as the model  of
Foucaultian power discussed during the second chapter, it becomes apparent that sexuality is
not  something  that  power  has  repressed,  but  rather  functions  as  a  major  channel  for
power-relations.  As  mentioned  earlier,  Foucault  identifies  four  core  strategies  that  have
intertwined  power  and  knowledge  with  sex:  the  "hysterization  of  women's  bodies";  the
"pedagogization  of  children's  sex";  the  "socialization  of  procreative  behaviour";  and  the
"psychiatrization of perverse pleasure" (Foucault 1998). These four conduits distribute power
in the family and throughout society and ultimately propagate normalizing processes that
serve the dominant discourses of society, i.e. at present the consumer-capitalist discourses.
As  mentioned  earlier,  these  discourses  on  sex  and  sexuality  have  changed  the
economy of  power  from a “right  of  death”  to  a  power  over  life,  or  what  Foucault  calls
bio-power. The “right of life and death” was a right enforced by the sovereign over his/her
subjects, which assumed the form of a right to take life or to let live. As Foucault suggests,
75
“power  in  this  instance  was  essentially  a  right  of  seizure:  of  things,  time,  bodies,  and
ultimately life itself; it culminated in the privilege to seize hold of life in order to suppress it”
(Foucault  1998:  136).  Contemporary  Western  societies,  including  South  African  society,
experience a very different form of power over life that is almost the exact opposite to that of
the  sovereign,  as  it  (purportedly)  ensures,  maintains  and  develops  life  within  society.
Foucault refers to this form of power as bio-power, which rests on two principles, namely the
anatomo-politics  of  the  human  body and  a  bio-politics  of  the  population.  The
anatomo-politics of the body refers to the notion of disciplinary power, which, as discussed in
the previous chapter, centres “on the body as a machine: its disciplining, the optimization of
its  capabilities,  the  extortion  of  its  forces,  the  parallel  increase  of  its  usefulness  and  its
docility, [as well as] its integration into systems of efficient and economic controls”.  The
second principle, the bio-politics of the population, refers to the control of the societal body
as a whole, as well as the “species body”, and focuses on the numerous biological functions
of the body, such as “propagation, births and mortality, the level of health, life expectancy
and longevity, with all the conditions that can cause these to vary” (Foucault 1998: 139).
Sex and sexuality are therefore inextricably intertwined with the power relations that
ensure the propagation of consumer-capitalist culture. Hence, it is arguably on the theme of
bio-power  that  the  genealogical  theories  of  Foucault  overlap  most  with  the  Neo-Marxist
approach of Althusser. Importantly though, Foucault aims to remain descriptive throughout
his theories, and never prescriptive, and, therefore, does not take an anti-capitalist stance at
any  point  in  the  text.  However,  Foucault  does  provide  insight  into  certain  effects  of
capitalism and bio-power that no doubt coincides with the views of Althusser. It is possible to
propose that Foucault  agrees with Althusser’s Neo-Marxist notion where he observes that
“the  great  instruments  of  the  state,  as  institutions  of  power,  ensured  the  maintenance  of
production  relations”,  and  commences  to  suggest  that  “the  rudiments  of  anatomo-  and
bio-politics, created in the eighteenth century as techniques of power present at every level of
the social body and utilized by very diverse institutions... operated in the sphere of economic
processes, their development, and the forces working to sustain them” (Foucault 1998: 141).
In other words, although Foucault agrees with Althusser’s notion that a certain level of power
is  ensured  through  the  ideologies  and  discourses  created  within  the  specific  institutions,
anatomo- and bio-politics infiltrates the life of the individual and establishes an even greater
measure of control than the macro-discourses and ideologies dispersed on an institutional
level.
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South  African  society  is  no  exception  when  considering  the  pervasiveness  of
bio-power. In fact, the notions of the anatomo-politics of the body, in the form of disciplinary
power, and the bio-politics of the population, have become imperatives of the modernised
South African landscape.  As illustrated in the previous chapter on  Discipline and Punish,
disciplinary  techniques  and  bureaucratic  processes  have  infiltrated  the  majority  of  the
institutions that contribute to the construction of subjectivity. In terms of the bio-politics of
the  population,  this  dissertation  will  focus  on  the  post-apartheid  era,  since  it  intends  to
examine the conditions of the production, as well as the nature, of the flexible generalist, a
form of subjectivity  that  the post-apartheid basic education system aims to produce,  and,
thereby, to use Foucault’s terminology, ‘problematise’ this particular subjectivity. However,
certain apartheid legacies will  be taken into account  where applicable.  As a result  of the
diverse nature of South African society, great care is placed on the examination, study, and
statistical documentation of the population. Of particular importance is the annual population
growth rate, which directly influences the economy in numerous ways, but particularly in
terms of employment rates.  Over-population could result  in an increase in unemployment
rates that  will  negatively affect the economy,  while “underpopulation” would prevent the
successful  functioning  of  a  “healthy  economy”.  The objective  is  to  achieve  an  optimum
population,  which accounts for economic and ecological sustainability,  as well  as optimal
carrying capacity. A factor that severely affects the bio-politics of South African society is
HIV/AIDS, which is a sexual disease that influences the population growth rate and mortality
count. The comparatively high HIV/AIDS rate (12% or over five million individuals), along
with the high unemployment rate (24.9%), makes the control of population an imperative for
the  South  African  government  and  major  economic  stakeholders.  The  control  of  the
population is ensured through the numerous discourses on sex and sexuality, which are, in
turn,  perpetuated  through  the  various  institutions  of  society,  including  the  family,  the
military, the media, and the education institution. Importantly, it is eventually the individual
that “turns him or herself  into a subject...  of  ‘sexuality’” (Foucault  2003: 126), since the
relevant discourses concerning sexuality are internalised. In other words, bio-power’s main
function,  at  least  at  present,  is  to  sustain  the  neo-liberal  economy  of  South  Africa.  As
Foucault argues, bio-power is an “indispensable element in the development of capitalism;
the latter would not have been possible without the controlled insertion of the bodies into the
machinery of production and the adjustment of the phenomena of population to economic
processes” (Foucault 1998: 140-141).
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As  is  the  case  with  disciplinary  power,  discourses  on  sexuality  and  sex  play  a
dominant role in any society’s pedagogical discursive practices, as can be noted in the recent
addition  of  learning  areas  within  the  education  system,  such as  Sex Education  and Life
Orientation. In South Africa, tremendous time and resources are spent on the education of
children concerning sex and sexuality “under the banner of life-orientation, which has been
mandated in public schools. The new revised curriculum aims to equip learners with skills in
order to live meaningful lives in a transforming [South African] society” (Ahmed et al 2009:
49). In fact, along with the language learning areas and Mathematics, Life Orientation is the
only other learning area that requires a successful pass in order for the learner to be promoted
to  the  next  grade  of  education.  In  other  words,  the  conception  of  ‘a  meaningful  life’  is
directly linked in this instance to the understanding and implementation of the normalizing
discourses on sex and sexuality. This notion is driven home by the minister of education in a
statement delivered at a conference on (ironically) the protection of children’s innocence in
2001: “Friends, our children should not have to leave school to learn about life. It is our
responsibility to prepare them. So I hope there will be no disagreement among those of us
who are here today on the importance of sexuality  education”  (Department  of Education
2002a: 3). On a formal educational level, the liberation of children’s sexuality is achieved
through medical and scientific discursive-practices. Therefore, an analysis of the discourses
on sex and sexuality that have been implemented in the basic education phase of South Africa
will be provided here, to illustrate how these discourses are utilised in the interests of the
bio-politics of the population. 
One  of  the  most  important  components  in  the  distribution  of  bio-power  is  the
excessive emphasis that has been placed on the idea of South Africa’s sexual liberation as a
result of the fact that “the apartheid regime subjected sex and sexuality to heavy censorship
and  repressive  policing”  (Posel  2004:  53).  This  liberation  mostly  manifests  itself  in  the
explicit acceptance and public display of one’s sexuality through the subscription to various
discourses,  which,  in  contemporary  society,  are  not  only  disseminated  by  the  formal
educational institution, but are also proliferated through the mass media. Demonstrably, these
discourses ultimately serve the purposes of neo-liberal capitalism, and their role in relation to
the formation of the flexible generalist will therefore be determined.
3.2 Repression and Liberation: The Role of the Media and Education in the
Distribution of Bio-Power
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Thus far this dissertation has focused on the basic education system as a closed system, i.e.
the analysis has focused on the discursive practices, whether at an organisational or practical
level, inherent to the formal educational aspect of the basic education of a learner. However,
as suggested by van Schalkwyk, education systems are open systems, and should, therefore,
be understood “in its totality, where the organisation is in interaction (inputs and outputs)
with its environment” (van Schalkwyk 1996: 8). In fact, formal education is one part of a
double-sided educational structure, which also includes an informal aspect that influences and
complements the formal side.
Althusser stated that the primary ideological couple in society is the school/family
couple,  in which the individual spends the majority of her/his  time, especially  during the
impressionable  years  as  a  child.  This  notion  is  still  largely  supported  by  contemporary
educationists who assert that “the family remains primarily responsible for what becomes of
its non-adult members and therefore it remains sympathetically, actively and constructively
involved in formal education” (van Schalkwyk 1996: 24). In regard to the role of education in
the matter of sexuality,  it  is generally held that “parent/learner  communication” is a core
element  within  the  success  of  sex  and  sexuality  educational  programmes,  since  parental
guidance on sexual issues often leads to responsible behaviour by teenagers (Naidoo 2006:
37).  Although  parental  influence  undoubtedly  plays  a  role  in  the  development  of  an
individual, this dissertation posits that in contemporary society the school/family couple has
been supplanted  by the school/media couple as the dominant  pedagogical  influence.  It  is
almost impossible to dispute the fact that individuals are bombarded with a continuous influx
of images from various media sources, including television, film, radio and, more recently,
new  media.  Indeed,  as  suggested  by  Leonard  Shlain  (2006),  while  families  in  previous
cultures  congregated  around  the  hearth  “whose  flames  supplied  warmth,  illuminated
darkness,  encouraged  camaraderie,  and  encouraged  storytelling”,  contemporary  families
congregate  around  the  television,  which  “encouraged  a  different  set  of  social  qualities”
(Shlain 2006: 18). In other words, the media have become an ever-present influence in the
life of the individual, and no doubt, in the development of the child and learner, and, thus,
assume a critical role in both the formal and informal education of the learner.
Therefore, this dissertation intends to analyse the manner in which the mass media
distribute discourses of sexual liberation in relation to the four dominant strategies of the
deployment of sexuality presented by Foucault  -  the hysterization of women’s bodies, the
pedagogization  of  children’s  sex,  the  socialization  of  procreative  behaviour,  and  the
psychiatrization of perverse pleasure. Society in general views these strategies as forms of
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repression, and, in turn, latches onto ‘liberalized sexualities’ presented through the media.
This  will  be  contrasted  to  the  scientific  and  medicalized  discourses  of  these  strategies
provided  by  the  basic  education  system.  These  different  discursive  representations  of
sexuality  ensure  the  efficient  distribution  of  bio-power,  and  ultimately  contribute  to  the
production  of  the  flexible  generalist,  since  they  propagate  various  consumer-capitalist
discourses,  whilst  promising  liberation  on  a  variety  of  personal  levels,  including  the
possibility of self-actualization.
In terms of the deployment of sexuality, Foucault indicates that, contrary to the repressive
hypothesis that claims that sexual repression was aimed at the lower classes of society, the
bourgeoisie imposed sexual taboos and restraints  on themselves as a means to secure the
longevity  of  their  class:  “the  direction  of  conscience,  self-examination,  the  entire  long
elaboration of the transgressions of the flesh, and the scrupulous detection of concupiscence
were all subtle procedures that could only have been accessible to small  groups of people”,
i.e. the bourgeoisie (Foucault 1998: 120). The deployment of sexuality within the working
class only appeared much later and surfaced through different mechanisms of sexualisation.
The first stage focused on the problem of birth control, which “was known and practiced by
those who, being close to nature itself, should have held it to be more repugnant than anyone
else did”. The second stage was the standardization of the conventional family, which came
to be regarded “as an indispensable instrument of political control and economic regulation
for the subjugation of the urban proletariat” (Foucault 1998: 121 – 122). It was part of a
greater strategy to moralise the poorer classes, leading to a more disciplined and efficient
social body. Finally, the last stage of the deployment of sexuality in the lower classes was the
development of the juridical and medical control of ‘perversions’. This was another effort in
“the great moralisation of the poor” and aimed at  protecting society and the race,  not to
mention its role in the establishment of normal and abnormal sexualities.
In other words, the repression (one should rather refer to it as ‘control’) of sexuality
was not  an overt  element  within the class  struggle.  On the contrary,  it  developed in the
bourgeoisie  in  relation  to  juridical  and  health  requirements,  since  they  viewed  sexual
deviance as transmissible and hazardous to the survival of their class, whilst its introduction
to the working class was,  far  from repressive,  based on moralistic  intentions.  Hence,  the
belief that economic emancipation can be expressed through sexual liberation is based on an
inaccurate  perception  of  sexual  repression.  As  Foucault  indicates,  far  from  repressing
sexuality  and  the  discourses  surrounding  it,  this  need  to  control  sexuality  multiplied  the
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discourses about sex and sexuality  ad infinitum, thereby establishing a network for a new
economy of power over the body and the subject.
In a study concerning discourses on sexuality among black South Africans, Deborah
Posel  (2004)  deftly  outlines  the  rigorous  control  of  sex  and  sexuality  during  the
pre-democratic era in South Africa: laws prohibited interracial  sex and homosexuality,  as
well  as any form of sexual public  display,  including explicit  displays of sex through the
media and pornography. In true Foucaultian fashion, Posel attributes this repression of sex
and sexuality to the apartheid regime’s need to protect the purity of the white race from the
threatening black mass and their “rapacious black sexuality” (2004: 43), but also from the
threat of uncontrolled, liberal sexuality within the whites themselves:
Powerful imagery of the black mass and the ever immanent threat of its overwhelming the far smaller
number of  whites,  fanned fears  of black ‘over-population’ and the imperative of  controlling black
fertility. Sexual malignancy was seen lurking within the body of the white nation too, in the form of the
‘communistic’ left-wing – its politics a symptom of its sexual permissiveness and moral depravity. So
stringent censorship and a regime of moral prohibition were seen as critical weapons to expurgate the
threat of white dissidence and preserve the rigours of a civilised way of life. (Posel 2004: 54)
In light of these extreme prohibitions surrounding sex and sexuality, post-democratic South
Africa responded by placing these concepts on a pedestal  of public prominence.  Sex and
sexuality  infiltrated  the  media,  including  film,  television,  music,  magazines  and
advertisements, and was accompanied by an insistence on the acceptance of sexuality and the
constant open talk concerning matters of sex and sexuality. Not only was sexual liberation
elevated to an established norm, but it was also enshrined in the national constitution,  in
regard to the right to freedom of expression, and “championed by a Constitutional Court” in
relation to censorship laws (Posel 2004: 55). An individual’s sexuality had thus become a
matter of political and personal liberation – an imperative in terms of personal development
and self-actualisation.
However,  as  indicated  by  Foucault,  the  deployment  of  sexuality  operates  in  the
interests of capitalism, and, through the discourse of sexual liberalisation, ensures excessive
consumer participation: “Sex sells, and the circuits of sale are global, as are the images which
sell.  With the lifting of barriers on these sites of massive profit,  South Africans can now
partake fully in global trends towards increasing sexual explicitness in mainstream media...
the urge to consume has become the fulcrum of intersecting  political  interests,  economic
imperatives, cultural aspirations and notions of selfhood” (Posel 2004: 56). Achieving sexual
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liberation through consumer endeavours assumes various forms for different age groups and
different genders. For example, a study of the impact of media images on teenage sexuality
conducted at Ohio University in the United States indicated that post-puberty teenagers, as
well  as  teenagers  in  their  final  phase  of  puberty,  are  more likely  to  “draw heavily  from
images and storylines as they wrestle with who they are and where they fit in the world”, as
opposed to teenagers who are yet to experience puberty (Steele 1999: 331). With regard to
gender, Posel indicates that a large number of South African women target sex as “the object
of consumption, in a genre of popular culture which eroticises possession and accumulation
as icons of sexual prowess and libido” (Posel 2004: 56). This mostly manifests in the longing
for designer products that represent lifestyles of feminine success, such as the ornamental
drivel endorsed in television shows like  Sex and the City,  Footballer’s Wives (a show that
originally piloted in South Africa), and Cougar Town. South African men are not exempted
from this sexual-consumerism either, as a large majority of men satisfy their aspirations for
self-empowerment  by  lavishly  spending  on  luxury  cars  and  designer  clothes,  as  these
consumer objects “have become the signifiers of their sexual bravado as men in ‘control’,
with the power to command multiple sexual partners” (Posel 2004: 56). To emphasise the
validity of these findings you only need to examine the use of the term ‘sexy’ in the media
and society at large. Whilst the term ‘sexy’ supposedly refers to an element of subjective
attraction, it by no means can be reduced to ‘attractive’ or ‘beautiful’. On the contrary, cars
and clothing can be sexy, a film or narrative can be sexy, an attitude can be sexy, and, of
course, a person can be sexy. In general, what these various ‘sexy’ objects (or subjects) have
in common is a certain consumer value that places its owner in a position of power – the
‘sexy’ man is not the penniless nerd without a fashion sense, but the metro-sexual, sports-car
owning, business professional who carries himself with an air of confidence.
The school-going child is exposed to media images of sexual empowerment from a
very early age - in many cases the hankering after designer clothes already surfaces in the
early  years  of  primary  school  (Steele  1999).  A  study  conducted  in  the  United  States
discovered that “young people spend 6 – 7 hours each day on average with some form of
media... [O]ne-third of young children (2 – 7 years old) and two-thirds of older children and
adolescents (8 – 18 years old) have a television in their own bedroom” (Brown 2002: 42).
South African society,  although not as economically  and technologically  advanced as the
United Stage, experiences a similar level of media pervasiveness. In fact, the Department of
Education declared that “99% of the population has access to radio and 75% has access to
television” (Department of Education 2002a: 21). Moreover, the current exponential increase
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– in even the most impoverished areas of South Africa – of ownership of internet-enabled
mobile  devices,  arguably  indicates  the  trajectory  that  media  exposure  will  follow in  the
future. Instead of focusing on a specific medium, this dissertation will analyse the popular
discourses present throughout the mass media. Several of the discourses regarding sexuality
manifest as new, ‘libated’ forms of sexuality that coincide with Foucault’s four anchorage
points of bio-power. This dissertation will illustrate how the media’s portrayal of liberalized
sexualities14,  along  with  the  social-responsibility  and  scientific  discourses  of  sexuality
presented at school, ultimately ensures the diffusion of bio-power, which not only guarantees
the  control  of  the  population,  but  also  contributes  to  the  overwhelming  success  of
consumer-capitalist culture, thereby completing the formation of the flexible generalist.
3.3 The Four Dominant Strategies of the Deployment of Sexuality
Foucault  states  that  “there  is  no  single,  all-encompassing  strategy”  that  is  viable  for
understanding  the  numerous  manifestations  of  power-relations  with  regard  to  sex  and
sexuality  in  society.  However,  as  mentioned  earlier,  Foucault  identifies  four  dominant
strategies that, since the 18th Century, “took on a consistency and gained effectiveness in the
order of power, as well as a productivity in the order of knowledge” (Foucault 1998: 104).
These  strategies  of  power-relations  include  the  hysterization  of  women’s  bodies,  the
pedagogization  of  children’s  sex,  the  socialization  of  procreative  behaviour,  and  the
psychiatrization of perverse pleasure. Each of these strategies corresponds to either the sex of
women, children or men, and, by relating power and knowledge to sex, establishes a division
between ‘abnormal’ and ‘normal’ forms of sexuality, which, in turn, allows the diffusion of a
power that controls the individual’s life and operates in the interest of consumer-capitalist
society  by  contributing  to  the  anatomo-politics  of  the  body  and  the  bio-politics  of  the
population. However, since Foucault focuses on “strategic unities” that originated in the 18 th
Century, this dissertation will slightly adapt each strategy, as well as the subjects it produces,
to accommodate contemporary South African society,  the media,  and the basic education
system.
3.3.1 The Hysterization of Women’s Bodies
14 Liberalized  in  the  sense  of  being  extremely  sexually  active  (or,  indeed,
promiscuous), as well as openly talking about and flaunting one’s sexuality (most often
through a ‘sexy’ fashion sense), as opposed to sex for mere reproductive purposes.
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The first strategy that Foucault identifies as largely autonomous and prominent within the
deployment of sexuality in society is  the hysterization of women’s bodies. This includes a
“threefold” process in which the woman’s body is, firstly,  analysed “as being thoroughly
saturated with sexuality” (Foucault 1998: 104). This notion is still prevalent in contemporary
society,  with women’s  bodies  being  viewed as  an embodiment  of  sexuality,  which  often
reduces women to mere objects of sexual pleasure – you only need to think of the prolific use
of the feminine body as object of sexual voyeurism and pleasure within various media, such
as advertising, television and film. Secondly, the woman’s body is “integrated into the sphere
of medical practices, by reason of a pathology intrinsic to it” (Foucault 1998: 104). In this
instance Foucault is referring to the manner in which the feminine body became an object of
biological and psychiatric study. For example, one of the images associated with women is
that of the “nervous woman” – a psychiatric anxiety disorder associated with women in the
18th Century.  Another fairly new psychiatric  disorder associated primarily  with women is
postpartum depression, a form of depression that affects women for a specified period of time
after  childbirth.  Although  there  are  a  minority  of  cases  in  which  men  suffered  from
postpartum depression, the disorder is commonly associated with the feminine body and its
‘hormonal cycles’, validating the continued study and subjection of women’s bodies. The
idea that the mother might prove a threat to the safety and health of her child, as a result of
the depression, has drawn considerable attention to the disorder, and is arguably a form of
bio-power that contributes to the control of the population in the semblance of the protection
of new life.
The  third  element  of  the  hysterization  of  women’s  bodies  is  the  notion  that  the
feminine body, as the centre of reproduction, has become an object of social control: “it was
placed in organic communication with the social  body (whose regulated fecundity it  was
supposed to ensure), the family space (of which it  had to be a substantial  and functional
element), and the life of children, which it produced and had to guarantee” (Foucault 1998:
104).  Thus,  the  study  and  control  of  the  woman’s  body,  via  her  sexuality,  became  an
imperative in society. Consequently, the general belief, which originated in the 19th Century,
is that women’s sexuality has been repressed and, thereby, reduced, to merely its reproductive
function. Although women were undoubtedly the more overtly controlled gender during the
18th,  19th and  even  the  20th century,  the  control  of  feminine  sexuality,  as  well  as  the
subsequent  discourse  of  sexual  liberalisation,  operates  as  points  for  the  multiplication  of
discourses on sexuality, and, in turn, channels for the operation of power-relations. In turn,
these discourses control the behaviour of the individual, in this case the woman, ensuring her
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participation in the appropriate societal and economic roles. In contemporary society, there
are arguably two specific popular discourses related to this strategy that are appropriate for
the present study: the first is the sexually liberated teenage girl, which is propagated through
various images in the media, and the second is the abstinent and responsible teenage girl, the
discourse endorsed through the basic education system.
It is plausible to suggest that the image of the sexually liberated woman reached its
epitome in  the  culturally  produced  persona of  Madonna,  with  her  continuous  self-image
transformations,  her  assertion  of  female  sexuality  and  power,  and  her  advocacy  of
queer-culture. Various intellectuals have analysed Madonna as an image of female liberation
and gender subversion15, whilst others have labelled her the embodiment of the dawn of a
time ruled by a “materialistic and consumer-oriented ethos” (Kellner 2003: 18). Neither of
these views is incorrect, but rather intertwined with the idea of sexual-consumerism. Posel
argues that in contemporary society “sex is consumed [and] at the same time consumption is
sexualised” (Posel 2004: 57). Individuals are drawn to certain cultural  images and brands
based on their  association with various sexual discourses, and, simultaneously,  the sexual
discourses represent a certain liberated lifestyle – such as the sexually liberated, economically
empowered Madonna. While Madonna represents the image of female sexual liberation in the
1970’s and 80’s, there have been a number of female personas who have arguably supplanted
her in terms of popularity in more recent years. An example that immediately comes to mind,
and which is  applicable to  the present  study, is  the initially  (‘not that’)  innocent  Britney
Spears (or, as the media refer to her, ‘Britney’).  Britney became a musical pop-sensation at
the  tender  age  of  sixteen  with  the  international  hit  single  “...  Baby  one  more  time!”
Interestingly,  when  taking  this  particular  song  and  its  accompanying  music  video  as  an
example, one can posit that Britney Spears expanded the image of female sexual liberation to
the teenage girl. In this music video the sixteen year-old Britney prances around various areas
of a  school  site,  wearing a  typical  girls’  school  dress,  which provocatively  shows ample
‘skin’, whilst singing “My loneliness is killing me... Give me a sign/ Hit me baby one more
time!”  Just  as  Madonna represented  the  sexually liberated  women,  Britney  extended this
image  to  a  younger  age,  i.e.  the  sexual  liberation  of  the  teenage  girl.  This  immediately
becomes apparent when turning to academic analyses of Britney as a cultural phenomenon:
“And I do think by this time we need to call her a woman. It is too difficult not to do so.
Because  the  sexuality  that  swims  through  this  text  [...Baby  one  more  time!],  if  actually
applied to a girl like your little sister or daughter or niece, would haunt you” (Smit 2011: 54).
15 See Bradby (1994); Brown and Schulze (1990); and Henderson (1993).
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Of  course,  the  ‘sexually  liberated  teenager’  image  comes  with  an  entire  array  of
interchangeable  consumer  products.  In  Britney’s  case,  an  entire  product  line-up  became
associated with her image, including a range of sunglasses called Shades of Britney; a video
game entitled  Britney’s Dance Beat;  a range of perfume fragrances, as well  as numerous
product and brand-associations  and sponsorships with international  brands such as Calvin
Klein, Fred Leighton Jewellery, Nokia, David Lerner, Joe’s Jeans, Skechers, Estee Lauder
etc.  (http://coolspotters.com/musicians/britney-spears).  Therefore,  ‘teen  female  sexual
liberation’ has become accessible, not through actual sexual behaviour such as intercourse,
but rather by buying the latest Britney shades or Nokia mobile phone.
Thus, through the identification with the sexually liberated Britney Spears (or any of
the countless sexually liberated female musicians on MTV)16, teenage girls enter the realm of
consumption. By buying and consuming ‘sexy’ designer clothes, the latest mobile phones and
flaunting  these  products  of  consumption,  teenage girls  ‘buy’  their  liberation  from a  long
repressed history – not only the repression of their female sexuality, but also the repression of
their  sexuality  as  ‘children’.  This  pseudo-liberation  not  only  confines  the  subject  of  this
particular  discourse  to  a  seemingly  endless  loop  of  consumerism,  but  also  assumes  a
pseudo-political  nature,  arguably  anaesthetizing  the  need  for  real  political  and  critical
participation.
The  basic  education  system  produces  a  contrasting,  yet  imperative,  discourse
concerning the hysterization of women’s bodies. While the mass media disperse discourses of
liberation related to the inherent sexuality of women’s bodies, the basic education system
focuses on the reproductive responsibility of women.  Importantly, the education institution,
similar  to  the  media,  promotes  sexual  liberation,  but  through  “sexual  education  and
responsible communication”. Since the notion of female hysteria is no longer recognised as a
medical disorder, as a result of various possible reasons including the liberalisation discourse
(Showalter 1993), the idea of pathology intrinsic to women’s bodies is no longer a prominent
societal  concern.  Instead,  as  a  result  of  the  emphasis  placed  on  the  bio-politics  of  the
population  in  advanced  consumer-capitalist  society,  the  education  institution  focuses
specifically on a strategy to study and control teenage pregnancy. In 2009 the department of
education released a report on “Teenage Pregnancy in South Africa with a Specific Focus on
School-Going Learners”, in which several methods to reduce teenage pregnancy, as well as
programmes  for  the  ‘rehabilitation’  of  postpartum  adolescent  girls,  were  introduced  and
16 Recent examples include Lady Gaga, Rihanna, Nelly Furtado, Christina Aguilera,
Gwen Stefani and numerous others. All these ‘pop-stars’ portray images of sexuality that
are rooted in consumer products, thus functioning as points of consumerist identification.
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prescribed to educators across South Africa. The prevention methods include “school-based
sex education” in the form of the Life orientation Learning Area; “school-based/linked health
services”, such as school based health clinics or clinics in the local area; “parental support”
that works in collaboration with the educational policy; “peer programmes” in which a group
of young people are recruited and trained to serve as role models and support for each other;
and  “termination  of  pregnancy  services”  such  as  abortion  clinics  and  support  groups
(Department of Education 2009: 81 – 90). The ‘rehabilitation’ methods, or “Second Chance
Programmes”,  include “flexible  school  policies”,  such as the extension of age limitations
within  schools;  “community  based  programmes”  such  as  peer  support  groups;  and
“Home-visiting Programmes” that “involve trained professionals such as nurses who visit
teens  at  their  homes  initiated  during  pregnancy  and  continued  for  up  to  two  years
post-pregnancy” (2009: 99 – 103).
Through these various methods of control, which are based on the hysterization of
women’s bodies,  the basic education system also produces a popular discourse related to
teenage pregnancy – one that accommodates the sexually liberated teenage girl by keeping
her in check – in the form of the ‘abstinent teenage girl’.  Although these two discourses
contradict  each  other,  this  dissertation  posits  that  they  both  operate  in  the  interests  of
consumer-capitalist culture. The discourse on female sexual liberation, as discussed above,
endorses rampant consumerism, while the discourse of abstinence proliferated through the
basic education system ensures population control through the notion of social responsibility.
The discourse of the abstinent teenage girl is disseminated by creating two subject
categories,  namely the ‘normal’  subject  (the responsible  teenage girl)  and the ‘abnormal’
subject (the pregnant teenage girl). As stated by the Minister of Basic Education of South
Africa, “pregnancy is amongst the major concerns that pose a serious threat to gains achieved
in public schools thus far” (Department of Basic Education 2009: 3). According to a study
that  was conducted in 2009 by the Department  of Basic  Education,  pregnancy “takes  on
special  significance  when  it  precedes  the  transition  to  education,  work,  citizenship  and
marriage... Education is central to the development of young people as it prepares them for
the world of work and for life” (Department of Basic Education 2009: 9). Immediately one
can note in which areas the emphasis is placed by the basic education system, and, in turn, the
attributes of the abstinent teenage girl are rendered clear: (1) education is a necessity since it
renders  the  individual  economically  viable;  (2)  work cannot  be  hindered  by unwarranted
pregnancy  since  it  will  disrupt  the  production  chain;  (3)  citizenship  embodies  the  social
responsibility  of  the  individual,  especially  in  terms  of  contributing  to  the  country’s
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competitiveness in the global economy and documents the individual as a ‘case’; finally, (4)
marriage, as indicated by Foucault, represents the ‘normal’ union of two individuals, and is
directly  linked  to  a  ‘normal’  sexuality,  and  also  displays  the  conservative  belief  that
conception should occur intramarriage.  Thus, the teenage girl  is expected to comply with
these expectations, thereby reaching her potential as an economic participant before accepting
the responsibility of reproductive contribution and motherhood. A number of these notions
will be particularly important in relation to the socialization of procreative behaviour, since it
clearly caters for the social responsibility of the individual. 
Since the department of education accentuates what should be avoided, one can draw
a fairly accurate portrait of the ‘abnormal’ subject in relation to the hysterization of women’s
bodies: the pregnant teenage girl. As mentioned earlier, the pregnant teenager is viewed as a
threat  to  “gains  achieved” in  education,  and is  immediately  removed from the  education
institution, thereby failing to participate in crucial societal standardization and normalization
processes,  and,  in  turn,  becoming  less  economically  pliable.  What  is  more,  the  pregnant
woman or girl, for the most part17, loses the inherent sexuality associated with the female
body, thus being less likely to partake in the consumerism associated with sexual liberation.
To accentuate the validity of this notion one need only consider the manner in which Britney
Spears’s popularity plummeted after she became pregnant. Instead of the media portraying
her in images of a sexual nature, headlines contained phrases such as “Britney Spears bulging
stomach sparks pregnancy rumours” (Mail  Online 2008), accompanied by photographs of
Britney looking dishevelled, weary and anything but ‘sexy’. Thus, by being pregnant Britney
lost her ‘feminine  sexiness’,  and all  the promises  of liberation  through consumerism that
accompanies this notion. 
Although the idea  of  a  pregnant  teenager  was arguably nothing strange in  earlier
times,  in  contemporary  society  this  form  of  subjectivity  has  become  synonymous  with
‘irresponsibility’. On the other hand, the ‘responsible’ teenager is the one who completes her
studies  and enters  the economy as an active  participant.  Procreation  is  still  an important
aspect of a woman’s life (although not exactly an imperative), but should only be considered
post-marriage, once the woman and her husband have achieved economic stability.
In other words, one can notice an inversion of values, particularly in relation to the
notion of ‘responsibility’. The primary definition of responsibility is “a duty to deal with or
17 The  exception  here  is  maiesiophilia,  the  sexual  or  erotic  attraction  to  the
pregnant  female body.  It  is  plausible  to suggest  that  this  is  by no means a popular
discourse in society, and, consequently, has little effect on the manner in which women
view themselves in general.
88
take care of someone or something” (Turnbull  2010: 1258).  Viewing teenage mothers  as
irresponsible  is,  therefore,  not  exactly  justifiable,  since  a  teenage  mother  could  still  be
responsible for the well-being of her child, and be successful in providing for the needs of the
child. The only area in which a teenage mother is immediately ‘irresponsible’ is economic
participation, since a teenage mother not only exits the education system, but will also not be
as  economically  viable  as  a  learner  who  completed  her  education  and  abstained  from
parenthood.  Equating  responsibility  with  economic  viability  arguably  functions  in  the
interests  of  the  bio-politics  of  the  population  –  the  ‘abstinent,  responsible  teenager’  is
developed  to  contribute  to  the  workforce  and  a  stable  economy,  whilst  keeping  her
procreative  function  in  check depending on the  current  population  demands.  Conversely,
assertive effort has been made to re-institutionalise the ‘abnormal’ teenage mothers, with the
department of education employing various “Second Chance Programmes” and enforcing the
notion of “flexible school policies” (Department of Education 2009: 99). 
Therefore, it is plausible to suggest that the control of teenage pregnancy within the
basic education system of South Africa, which finds its roots in the hysterization of women’s
bodies, diffuses bio-power by contributing to the bio-politics of the population and ensuring
the economic growth of the nation. Furthermore, the discourse of the abstinent teenage girl
balances  out  the  discourse  of  the  sexually  liberated  teenage  girl  without  replacing  it,
maximising consumer and economic participation. Foucault pointed at this very notion when
he discussed the difference between the ‘deployment of alliance’  and the ‘deployment of
sexuality’, but also the manner in which the deployment of alliance serves as the basis on
which  the  deployment  of  sexuality  is  built,  thereby  ensuring  the  healthy  propagation  of
consumer-capitalism: “[I]f the deployment of alliance is firmly tied to the economy due to the
role it can play in the transmission or circulation of wealth, the deployment of sexuality is
linked to the economy through numerous and subtle relays, the main one of which, however,
is the body – the body that produces and consumes” (Foucault 1998: 107).
3.3.2 The Pedagogization of Children’s Sex
The next strategy that ensures the diffusion of bio-power is the pedagogization of children’s
sex. This strategy finds its basis in the idea that “all children indulge or are prone to indulge
in sexual activity; and that, being unwarranted, at the same time ‘natural’ and ‘contrary to
nature’,  this  sexual  activity  posed physical  and moral,  individual  and collective  dangers”
(Foucault 1998: 104). It is a strategy aimed at studying, documenting and controlling the
sexuality  of  children,  which,  if  not  controlled,  would  not  only  negatively  affect  the
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development of the individual, but also the community, in terms of the bio-politics of the
population. Foucault illustrates how the preoccupation with children’s sex became a point of
interest  during the 18th Century.  Secondary schools considered children’s sexuality  in the
organisation  of  gender  specific  institutions,  classes,  the  shape  of  tables,  the  planning  of
recreation lessons, the distribution of the dormitories, as well as the rules and regulations
concerning bedtime and sleeping arrangements. Although contemporary pedagogization of
children’s sexuality includes both genders, Foucault suggests that, whilst the hysterization of
women’s bodies was aimed at the sexuality of women and girls, the major gender aimed at
through the pedagogization of children’s sexuality was the school boy, especially the image
of the “masturbating child”. The repressive hypothesis held that this was another attempt to
silence sexuality and sexual practice, in this instance the repression of masturbation and the
sexual desires intrinsic to the teenage boy. On the contrary, discourses on children’s sexuality
steadily multiplied: 
Speaking about children’s sex, inducing educators, physicians, administrators, and parents to speak of
it, or speaking to them about it, causing children themselves to talk about it, and enclosing them in a
web of discourses which sometimes address them, sometimes speak about them, or impose canonical
bits of knowledge on them, or use them as a basis for constructing a science that is beyond their grasp –
all this together enables us to link an intensification of the interventions of power to a multiplication of
discourse. (Foucault 1998: 30).
For  these  reasons  the  popular  discourses  on  children’s  sexuality  in  contemporary  South
African  society  are  very  ambivalent.  On  the  one  hand,  as  a  reaction  to  the  repressive
hypothesis, certain societal  institutions encourage the ‘open-talk’ about children’s sex and
sexuality  and promote  the use  of  various  birth  control  methods,  especially  in  relation  to
‘sexually active’ teenagers. On the other hand, stemming from 18th Century discourses, in
many cases children’s sexuality is still largely regarded as taboo - something that should be
monitored and controlled until the child ‘comes of age’. As is the case with the control of
teenage pregnancy,  the ambivalence  inherent  to  this  strategy manifests  as a  result  of the
interchange between the sexual liberalization discourses proliferated by the media and the
medical  and  scientific  discourses  promoted,  among  other  institutions,  by  the  education
system. In other words, the current discourse on children’s sex and sexuality, as well as the
discourses regarding the other anchorage points, vacillates somewhere between the extreme
sexual  liberation  presented  through  the  media,  and  the  medicalized  liberation  endorsed
through institutions such as the school. Ultimately, these discourses establish an economy of
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power-relations that functions in the interests of consumer-capitalism and national economic
growth.
Thus, the call for the pedagogization of children’s sexuality is as prevalent as ever,
with  the  South  African  Department  of  Education  elevating  it  to  one  of  the  primary
educational concerns: “The importance of sexuality education in acquiring information, and
forming attitudes, beliefs, and values about identity, relationships and intimacy, should not be
played  down...  It  encompasses  sexual  development,  reproductive  health,  inter-personal
relationships, affection, intimacy, body image and gender roles” (Department of Education
2002a: 3). In order to ensure the pedagogization of children’s sexuality, the education system
of  South  Africa,  including  the  basic  education  phase,  introduced  a  Sexuality  Education
Programme (SEP) in 2002 that had to be implemented in the practices of various societal
institutions,  including  education,  media,  and  the  family.  Hence,  in  contemporary  South
African society, the SEP is implemented on a formal and informal educational level, thereby
extending the control of children’s sexuality.
The  media  will  not  only  be  examined  as  a  channel  for  the  pedagogization  of
children’s  sexuality,  but  also  as  a  cause,  since  numerous  practices  in  the  SEP  aim  at
countering  “negative  media  images”  (Department  of  Education  2002a).  Firstly,  the
Department of Education in South Africa, as well as various interested “stakeholders”, such
as non-governmental organisations (NGO’s) (2002a: 1), employs the mass media as a means
to educate the youth on how to ‘correctly’ channel their inherent sexuality, as can be noted in
a policy document concerning the nature of the SEP: “[t]he media can play a positive role by
transmitting key values that can guide the sexual behaviour of the youth” (2002a: 21). The
most  prominent  example  of  the  use  of  the  media  for  sexual  education  purposes  is  the
internationally  donor-funded NGO, LoveLife,  which  uses  an extensive  range of  different
media,  such  as  billboards,  pamphlets,  as  well  as  press  and  television  advertisements,  to
educate the youth in matters concerning sex and sexuality. LoveLife’s campaigns generally
focus  on a  combination  of  sexually  related  issues,  including HIV/AIDS, self-esteem and
relationship development, STD’s, contraception, and the possible role of drugs and alcohol in
sexual encounters. A recent example is the “love them enough to talk about sex campaign”,
which appeared on billboards and television, and was distributed in the form of brochures.
This  particular  campaign  was  aimed  at  parents,  and encouraged  sex  education  at  home,
extending the ambit of the pedagogization of children’s sexuality. Indeed, the Department of
Education has realised that it should “engage the media and try to reshape the images and
values it  submits to promote a culture that  contributes  to the healthy sexuality  of youth”
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(2002a: 21). The use of the media in the pedagogization of children’s sexuality is arguably
part of the proliferation of discourses concerning sex and sexuality, and is extremely useful in
the new economy of power-relations, since it spreads discourses to a wider and more diverse
audience than any of the other societal institutions. 
On  the  other  hand,  the  Department  of  Education,  among  many  other  parties  and
institutions, also views the media as a negative influence on adolescents with regard to sex
and sexuality, since “the media increasingly portrays explicit images about sexual activity
and  modes  of  sexual  behaviour  that  can  be  in  stark  contrast  to  cultural  and  religious
practices” (2002a: 21). The images that are referred to in this quote are the ones linked to
sexual  liberalization  – explicit  sexuality,  promiscuity  and sexual  fetishes.  An appropriate
example is  the popular teen comedy film,  American Pie (1999). The film focuses on the
sexual exploits of a group of male adolescent high school pupils, and depicts explicit sexual
scenes such as a teenage boy masturbating while watching pornography; numerous sexual
intercourse scenes; and even a scene of an adolescent masturbating with an apple pie. The
film portrays the ‘normal’ teenager as the one who is sexually inquisitive and active, whilst
the ‘abnormal’ teenager (the social ‘loser’) is the one who abstains from sexual activities and
remains a virgin throughout high school – the plot of the film focuses on the realization of a
pact made by the group of friends to “get laid” before high school graduation. In the words of
Kevin, one of the main characters in the film: “No longer will our penises remain flaccid and
unused! From now on, we fight for every man out there who isn't getting laid when he should
be! This is our day! This is our time! And, by God, we're not gonna let history condemn us to
celibacy! We will make a stand! We will succeed! We will get laid!” (American Pie 1999).
This stands in stark contrast to the abstinent, responsible teenager marketed through various
media in the interest of the SEP. The Department of Education (government), as well as the
other  interested  stakeholders  (such  as  commerce  and  industry)  aim  to  counter  these
discourses with ones that promote education, and, in turn, economic participation, ensuring
the ‘healthy’ growth of the population and the economy. However, as suggested in the section
concerning the hysterization of women’s bodies, discourses of sexual liberalization, such as
the ones presented in American Pie, serve the interests of consumer-capitalist culture, since
the sexually active teenagers are generally also the ones with the designer clothes and latest
gadgets. 
The  formal  aspect  of  the  Sexuality  Education  Programme  (SEP)  initiated  by  the
Department  of  Education  assumes  the  form  of  the  Life  Orientation  Learning  Area  –  a
compulsory learning area stretching from Grades 1 to 12 (Naidoo 2006: i). This particular
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learning area “seeks to provide young people with formal opportunities to acquire knowledge
and understanding of human sexuality, through processes, which will enable them to form
values and establish behaviours,  within a moral,  spiritual  and social  framework” (Naidoo
2006: 1). In other words, the government not only employs the education system as a means
to distribute specific standardized discourses concerning sexuality, but links sex and sexuality
to morality, spirituality, and society. It is plausible to suggest that these discourses directly
contribute to the bio-politics of the population, since numerous objectives pursued through
the SEP clearly  promote  population  control  and ‘healthy’  societal  and economic  growth.
These objectives include, but are not restricted to (Naidoo 2006: 2):
• Promote knowledge and respect for reproduction and to provide opportunities for learners to
develop appropriate  skills  to make informed decisions on sexual matters based on factual
information.
• Enable young people  to  develop healthy  attitudes and  values  towards  their  sexuality  in  a
moral, spiritual and social framework. To develop fuller understanding and appreciation of
relationships and marriage and the responsibilities of love, parenthood and family life.
• Promote positive attitudes to their own bodies.
• Help learners grow towards the management of emotions leading to responsible behaviour.
• Inform learners of the personal health and safety aspects of their sexuality.
Furthermore, it is apparent that the values inherent to these objectives not only support the
deployment of sexuality under the auspices of 19th Century ‘sexual liberation discourse’, but
also cater for the medical and psychiatric discourses, since sexuality is linked to moral and
spiritual matters, whilst particular emphasis is placed on marriage. In turn, marriage supports
the notion of the ‘family cell’, which anchors and supports the proliferation of discourses on
sexuality: “The family is the interchange of sexuality and alliance – it conveys the law and
the  juridical  dimension  in  the  deployment  of  sexuality;  and  it  conveys  the  economy  of
pleasure and the intensity of sensations in the regime of alliance” (Foucault 1998: 108). The
emphasis  that  the  SEP  places  on  a  responsible  and  standardized  sexuality  ensures  the
“interchange  of  sexuality  and alliance”  (1998:  108).  It  is  a  means  of  producing the  new
economy of power-relations inherent to the deployment of sexuality, whilst maintaining a
sense of order and control from a legal, juridical and economic perspective.  A balance is
therefore (at least discursively) achieved between the pursuit of an active, healthy sexuality
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(which is, for the most part, purchased in the form of consumer identities), and the social and
economic responsibility guaranteed through the practice of marriage.
 Hence, the ‘normal’ subject that the pedagogization of children’s sexuality aims to
produce is a learner who can “sublimate [his/her] sexual energy till such time they are ready
for marriage; learn gender equality; protect themselves from unwanted pregnancies, unsafe
abortions,  STD’s,  and  HIV/AIDS”  (Naidoo  2006:  38  –  39).  It  is  a  sexuality  that
acknowledges  “the  flesh”,  the nature  of  pleasure,  and bodily sensation,  yet  refrains  from
participating  in  these  pleasures  until  the  appropriate  time,  which,  according  to  the  SEP,
assumes the form of a stable relationship or preferably marriage. In contrast, the ‘abnormal’
subject  is the sexually promiscuous teenager  who refrains from using contraceptives,  and
places him/herself in the danger of contracting STD’s, or falling pregnant. In other words, it
is, yet again, the inverse of the popular, liberalized discourses perpetuated by the mass media.
Interestingly, since its implementation in 2002, numerous educationists have criticised
the effectiveness of the SEP, sourcing several newspaper reports and highlighting an increase
in “learners involved in teenage pregnancies, child rape, as well as children (some as old as
six years) engaging in sexual  acts” (Naidoo 2006: 3).  However,  approaching this  from a
Foucaultian  perspective,  one can suggest  that  the rapid increase  in  the sexual  activity  of
children is not a result of the failure of the SEP within the Life Orientation Learning Area,
but rather a direct result of the proliferation of discourses on children’s sexuality. Primarily,
the notion of ‘liberation’ connected to sexuality and sexual activity plays an important role in
this increase of the sexual activity of children. While the media endorse discourses of open
and  active  sexuality,  the  Life  Orientation  Learning  Area  focuses  on  the  importance  of
abstinence  till  marriage,  yet  simultaneously  contradicts  this  objective  by  endorsing
contraception (a notion that will be dealt with in relation to the socialization of procreative
behaviour) as a means to control teenage pregnancy and reduce sexually transmitted diseases.
All these conflicting discourses contribute to sexuality’s status as a mystery with a latent truth
to be discovered,  and arguably  play a  dominant  role  in  the increase of children’s  sexual
participation, which, in turn, leads to an increase of discourses regarding children’s sexuality,
since the interested parties seek new methods of controlling the rampant sexuality of children.
3.3.3 The Psychiatrization of Perverse Pleasure
The  third  strategy  for  the  effective  distribution  of  bio-power  is  the  psychiatrization  of
perverse pleasure. Foucault states that, during the 18th Century,
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the sexual instinct was isolated as a separate biological and psychical instinct; a clinical analysis was
made  of  all  the  forms  of  anomalies  by  which  it  could  be  afflicted;  it  was  assigned  a  role  of
normalization of pathologization with respect to all behaviour; and finally, a corrective technology was
sought for these anomalies. (Foucault 1998: 105).
In other  words,  sex was studied as a medical  and psychiatric  phenomenon,  and as  such,
certain pathologies began to surface in regard to sexuality and sexual practice. Women, as
mentioned  earlier,  were  diagnosed  as  numerous  pathological  personages,  including  “the
nervous woman,  the  frigid  wife,  the  indifferent  mother  –  or  worse,  the  mother  beset  by
murderous obsessions”. Men were also placed under the medical and psychiatric microscope
as the impotent husband, the sadistic sexual partner, and the perverse adult – with its various
forms, including paedophilia,  as well  as “the young homosexual  who rejects  marriage or
neglects his wife”. Children of both genders were diagnosed, among other personages, as the
“hysterical or neurasthenic girl, [and] the precocious and already exhaustive child” (Foucault
1998: 110). Sex and sexuality thus entered the realm of psychiatry, and were imbued with a
truth concerning the self, or the soul, that could only be extracted with the aid of the relevant
medical professional.
In contemporary society, as a result of the liberalization discourse concerning sex and
sexuality, numerous perverse pleasures, which this dissertation will refer to as ‘liberating’
sexual  perversions,  have been ‘liberated’  from their  pathological  nature and have instead
become associated with the mysterious and adventurous. However, numerous others, which
this dissertation will refer to as ‘pathological’ sexual perversions, have been added to the list
(such as the various forms of paraphilia, exhibitionism, frotteurism, necrophilia), as a direct
result  of  the  continuous  proliferation  of  sexual  discourses,  but  also  to  ensure  that  the
distinction between the ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ could continue. Either way, the perverse,
like most elements of sex and sexuality,  is believed to reveal an intrinsic truth about the
individual that can only be extracted through confession and the subsequent interpretation of
a professional.
In  general  the  media  portray  perverse  pleasure  in  one  of  two  lights,  thereby
contributing to the informal education of the learner concerning sex and sexuality: either as
mysterious, adventurous and connected to notions of sexual liberation and self-actualisation
(‘liberating’ sexual perversions), or as an abomination, revealing a dark pathology within the
individual  that  must  be  eradicated  while  the  individual  is  reformed  (pathological  sexual
perversions). The latter  discourse, pertaining to the pathology within perversity,  primarily
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finds its outlet in new media, with countless websites catering for the various perversities. In
contrast, popular media, such as television and film, portray sexual perversions as psychiatric
pathologies that can be cured through confession and reformation.  An apt example is the
critically acclaimed drama film, Little Children (2006), directed by Todd Field and based on
the novel  by Tom Perrotta.  Among the film’s  numerous interesting  characters  is  Ronald
“Ronnie”  McGorvey,  an  ex-prison  convict  who  was  convicted  for  indecent  exposure
(exhibitionism) to a minor, and, after  moving back to his mother’s residence in a typical
suburban neighbourhood, is labelled and harassed by the local community as “a dangerous
paedophile”  (Little  Children 2006).  Interestingly,  when  analysing  the  characterization  of
Ronnie McGorvey, two prominent discourses pertaining to pathological sexual perversion are
brought to the fore. The first is present within the film’s narrative and pertains to the manner
in which society in general  marginalises  sexually  perverted (in  both senses of the word)
individuals. Ronnie is constantly harassed by an ex-police officer, Larry Hedges, who in fact
launches  an  awareness  campaign  against  Ronnie  that  eventually  culminates  in  Ronnie’s
mother suffering a heart-attack and passing away due to a physical confrontation with Larry
in one of his many harassment incidents. Although the film portrays the marginalization of
sexually  perverted  individuals  in  a  negative  light,  this  is  nonetheless  still  a  reality  in
contemporary society, with the majority of people shunning anyone suspected of perversion
as an abomination. The second discourse, one with which the film is in line, relates to the
belief  that  sexually  perverted  individuals  are  ‘mentally  ill’  (usually  as  a  result  of
psychological trauma), and should be cured and reformed. This can be noted in the fact that
the  constant  harassment,  and  eventual  death  of  his  mother,  leads  to  Ronnie  eventually
castrating  himself.  After  Ronnie  is  rushed to  the  hospital  by  none other  than  Larry,  the
ex-police officer and head of the awareness campaign, the narrator concludes the film with
the following ‘inspirational’ words that emphasise this reform: “In his wildest dreams Larry
would  never  have  imagined  he'd  once  again  be  in  this  position,  where  precious  minutes
count. Tonight he could save a life. He knew Ronnie had done some bad things in the past,
but so had Larry. You couldn't change the past. But the future could be a different story. And
it had to start somewhere” (Little Children 2006). These discourses are thus multiplied by the
media, allowing for even more anchorage points for the diffusion of bio-power.
The  media  also  deploy  discourses  of  liberating  sexual  perversity,  which  is
undoubtedly  affecting  the  identity  formation  of  individuals,  including  school-going
adolescents. A recent and important example is the extremely popular literary trilogy,  Fifty
Shades of Grey  (2012), written by E. L.  James.  The thin plot of the first novel revolves
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around the relationship between Anastasia Steele, a 22 year-old college student, and Christian
Grey, a mysterious billionaire with a penchant for BDSM, or Bondage, Discipline, Sadism,
Masochism.  Anastasia  is  a  virgin  when  she  meets  Grey  and  immediately  falls  for  the
sophisticated  billionaire.  However,  when  he  reveals  to  her  that  he  wishes  to  engage  in
sadomasochistic sexual acts with her, she initially shies away, yet she eventually gives in to
the ‘stoically’ alluring Grey, and, in the name of ‘love’ enters into the “dark and mysterious”
world of sadomasochism. Sex and sexuality are undoubtedly linked to ‘truth’ in the novel, as
can be noted in an Icarus-like metaphor used by Anastasia in relation to Grey and his sexual
preferences:
The candle flame is too hot. It flickers and dances in the over-warm breeze, a breeze that brings no
respite from the heat. Soft gossamer wings flutter to and fro in the dark, sprinkling dusty scales in the
circle of light. I'm struggling to resist, but I'm drawn. And then it's too bright, and I am flying too close
to the sun, dazzled by the light,  fried and melting from the heat,  weary in my endeavours  to stay
airborne. I am so warm. The heat... It's stifling, overpowering. It wakes me. (James 2012)
The flame in this quote, as in numerous texts, including the myth of Prometheus, arguably
represents  ‘knowledge’  or ‘truth’.  Thus,  it  is  a  knowledge concerning Grey, and perhaps
Anastasia herself, that is too great and powerful to know, yet “overpoweringly” seductive,
and one which has the potential  of “waking” Anastasia to a ‘truth’ about herself and the
mysterious Grey.
Despite the novel’s thin plot18, not to mention the patriarchal discourses it promotes19,
Fifty  Shades  of  Grey has sold 40 million  copies  worldwide,  becoming the fastest  selling
paperback of all time. The target readership mostly consists of women and girls of all ages,
including school-going girls, and will possibly influence perceptions concerning the sexual
elements (among various other perceptions) explored by the author. Pippa Smith, an arts and
culture reporter for the Huffington Post, has stated that “[r]etailers of bondage gear are also
making a killing it seems with reports that the book has led to a surge in the sale of whips,
18 The novels are apparently fan fiction based on the recent Twilight (2005 – 2008)
series of vampire books, sporting similar plot elements, such as the naive, inexperienced
‘girl’ falling for the mysterious, withdrawn male character who harbours ‘dark’ secrets.
19 Numerous  critics  and book reviewers  have argued that  the  novel  promotes
patriarchal discourses, since Christian Grey is extremely controlling and abusive in his
relationship with Anastasia, who believes that, if she remains by his side, and provides
him with love, she will eventually teach him to uncover his “caring” nature. Hence, the
message  this  narrative  promotes,  especially  in  relation  to  women  in  abusive
relationships, is anything but self-actualising or liberating (See Lumsden 2012 and Power
2012).
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handcuffs and other instruments of torture” (Smith 2012: Par 4). The success of the novels is
arguably linked to the discourse of sexual liberalization, and is clearly normalising a form of
sexuality that has been perceived as a perversity for many years. Moreover, it is apparent that
the ‘mystery’ and ‘truth’ inherent to sex and sexuality have found a new channel through
which to lure individuals into sexual-consumerism. As mentioned before, popular ‘liberating’
perversions, such as BDSM are not only associated with discourses of sexual liberalization,
but  also  mystery,  adventure,  and  emotional  depth,  thereby  attracting  individuals  to
‘self-actualising’ consumerism and establishing a false sense of liberation.
It  is  safe  to  assert  that  the education  system of  South Africa,  including the basic
education  system,  falls  in  line  with  the  discourse  that  views  perverse  sexualities  as
pathological. In fact, the Department of Education avoids the topic of sexual perversion in all
of  its  policy  documents  pertaining  to  the  Sexual  Education  Programme  and  the  Life
Orientation Learning Area, with the possible exception of the sections that aim to educate
children  concerning  rape  and  molestation.  Instead,  it  focuses  on  the  idea  of  a  “healthy
sexuality”, which is based on a “fuller understanding and appreciation of relationships and
marriage, and the responsibilities of love, parenthood, and family life” (Naidoo 2006: 2), as
well  as  an  acceptance  of  homosexuality20.  In  other  words,  the  Department  of  Education
demotes any form of sexuality that does not coincide with the endorsed and popular forms of
sexuality as deviant and “unhealthy”, and the failure of the education institution to promote
these  healthy  sexualities  “may  leave  young  people  with  limited  knowledge  or  distorted
information, both of which can lead to unhealthy sexual practices” (Naidoo 2006: 34 – 35).
Arguably,  by  remaining  mute  on  the  subject,  the  education  institution  contributes  to  the
mystery and intrinsic ‘truth’ associated with sex and sexuality, especially repressed forms of
perversity. In turn, the allure posed by the ‘deviant’ sexual perversions draw the adolescents
into  a  sense  of  false  liberation,  possibly  anaesthetising  the  need to  secure  a  measure  of
relative  autonomy and  reducing  the  possibility  of  the  learners  participating  in  critical  or
political matters.
3.3.4 The Socialization of Procreative Behaviour
The  fourth  strategy  in  the  deployment  of  sexuality  is  the  socialization  of  procreative
behaviour. In many ways this strategy incorporates the previous three, since it is inextricably
connected to the sexuality of women (especially in relation to the reproductive function) and
the sexuality of children (sexual pedagogy is a matter for and in response to societal growth
20 See Naidoo 2006: 12, 45, 46, 60; Department of Education 2002a: 16.
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and the family). Perverse pleasures were also linked to male adults, even fathers, and were
viewed as an element that had to be rooted out of society. The socialization of procreative
behaviours refers to the notion that reproduction, and therefore sex, became a matter of public
importance. During the 18th Century various restrictions and incitements that controlled the
procreative  behaviour  of  couples  were  established  as  social  norms.  It  was  based  on the
concept of social responsibility, and affected the social body as a whole, “which had to be
limited or on the contrary reinvigorated” (Foucault 1998: 105). In order to ensure the social
responsibility of couples in relation to reproduction, “a pathogenic value – for the individual
and the species  – [was attributed]  to  birth-control  practices” (1998:  105).  Thus,  sex was
reduced  to  a  reproductive  function  that  should  only  be  performed  within  the  marriage
institution with procreation, and not pleasure, as the goal. The ‘normal’ couple produced by
this particular anchorage point was the Malthusian couple, which, unlike the marital contracts
that were based on economic or familial ties within the deployment of alliance, enters into a
marital union based on preference. The aspirations of the Malthusian couple are synonymous
with the 20th Century American dream: obtaining a house with a white picket-fence, having at
least two and a half children, and contributing to the community as an active participant.
Central to this socially responsible formulation is the belief that sex should be engaged in for
reproductive purposes only. As indicated earlier, it was a means of ensuring the longevity and
“purity of blood” of the bourgeois social class.
However, the 19th and 20th Century European societies regarded the socialization of
procreative  behaviour,  particularly  the  emphasis  on  abstinence  till  marriage  and  the
prohibition  of  contraception,  as  elements  in  the  ‘great’  history  of  sexual  repression.  In
contemporary society the mass media promote the liberation of these elements, by endorsing
extra-marital sex, promiscuity (and the possible use of contraception), as well as ‘alternative’
sexualities, the most popular being homosexuality. As a result of the limited scope of the
current  study,  this  dissertation  will  focus  on  the  discourse  of  extra-marital  sex  and
promiscuity, particularly in relation to adolescents. As mentioned in the earlier example of
American Pie, the media not only promote adolescent, and therefore extra-marital, sex, but
depict it as an imperative (recall the war general-like speech delivered by Kevin in the film).
Since the average adolescent spends 6 – 7 hours per day watching television (Steele 1999),
one can surmise that the discourses concerning an active sexuality will probably contribute
towards subject formation. A television phenomenon that arguably plays a prominent role in
the  propagation  of  the  discourses  of  extra-marital  sex  and  promiscuity  is  the  situation
comedy, or ‘sitcom’ (a favourite television genre for most teens). Since most sitcom episodes
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are self-contained, with no important over-arching plot elements, the characters in the shows
often ‘date’ multiple sexual partners. For example, the popular How I Met Your Mother (2005
– Present) series focuses on the romantic and social lives of a group of friends in New York.
The series is narrated by the protagonist, Ted Mosby, as if he is relaying the numerous stories
to his children in the year 2030, i.e. the story of “how I met your mother”. Throughout the
series Ted meets multiple sexual partners, none of whom turn out to be the actual “mother” of
his children. On the other hand, Ted’s friend, Barney Stinson, a wealthy business professional
and  ‘playboy’,  practically  has  a  different  sexual  partner  in  each  episode  (often  multiple
partners per episode) and has no intention of settling down with any of them. While this
constant stream of various sexual partners is most likely to maintain the status quo in the
sitcom’s narrative structure (an element in most sitcoms), it debatably promotes discourses of
sexual liberalization specifically related to extra-marital sex and promiscuity. 
It is reasonable to propose that media images such as these affect the adolescent’s
view of the nature of a ‘healthy’ sexuality, as can be noted in the results of a study conducted
in  the  United  States  concerning  adolescent  sexuality  patterns,  which  discovered  that,
“compared  to  all  other  age  groups,  teens  are  more  likely  to  have  multiple  sex partners”
(Meschke et al 2000: 146). Of course, one of the supposed means to increase one’s chances
of  maintaining  a  constant  influx  of  sexual  partners  is  to  replicate  the  fashion conscious
consumer  behaviour  of  Barney Stinson:  designer  suits,  luxury  sports  cars,  and excessive
spending are but a few of the consumer tricks employed by this particular character in How I
Met Your Mother, and is metonymically represented in Barney’s favourite catch-phrase, “Suit
Up!”. From this perspective sex completely loses its procreative significance, and is instead
aligned  with  ‘pleasure’  and  social  status.  In  general,  the  youth  view  pregnancy  and
parenthood as  great  burdens  to  bear,  since  it  is  associated  with  the  end of  freedom and
possibility,  whilst  responsibility,  such as  parental  or social  responsibility,  is  perceived as
‘chains of imprisonment’. A popular episode in most sitcoms is the “pregnancy scare”, in
which the usually young characters are faced with the reality of being parents, and often view
this responsibility as an end to a “free” lifestyle. For example, in  How I met Your Mother
Season 4 Episode 7, Barney receives a call from one of his countless sexual partners who
claims she is pregnant with his child. Barney reacts to this news by declaring that “no-one in
their  right  mind  would  want  kids”.  Eventually  the  pregnancy  scare  is  called  off,  and in
celebration Barney hosts a public event called “Not a father’s day”, which basically assumes
the form of a regular party, but celebrates promiscuous, non-procreative sex. 
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In  the  South  African  context,  it  is  reasonable  to  propose  that  the  dream  of  the
Malthusian couple has lost a great measure of prominence in relation to the youth. Instead,
young  people  aim  to  obtain  an  economically  viable  education  and  experience  the
international milieu by finding employment in a host of other countries. Notions of familial
and social responsibility are pushed to the margins, in favour of ‘freedom’, ‘possibility’ and,
more often than not, the pursuit of a ‘clubbing’ or ‘party’ lifestyle (and all the ‘casual’ sex
that comes along with it).  It  is an expression of the belief  in “liberation” (note the scare
quotes) from the forms of repression that ruled the previous generations. However, it is also a
form  of  “liberation”  that  is  enmeshed  in  consumer-capitalist  culture,  and  which,  in  the
majority of cases, renders the individual politically and critically impotent. 
The  education  institution,  on  the  other  hand,  refrains  from  the  distribution  of
discourses of sexual liberalization with regard to the socialization of procreative behaviour.
Instead, as indicated earlier, the basic education system emphasises sexual liberation through
medical  and  scientific  discourses  regarding  sex  and  procreation.  The  Department  of
Education endorses sex as a procreative endeavour, and views non-procreative intercourse as
“brief experimentation” by the learners. However, the department of education also asserts
that   “teenage  pregnancy  has  grown  in  significance  as  a  social  construct  and  come  to
represent  one  of  several  indicators  of  burgeoning  adolescent  delinquency,  sexual
permissiveness and moral decay” (Department of Education 2009: 9). Education by no means
silences the issue,  but rather  emphasises the importance of ‘healthy’  sexual relationships,
using contraception for experimental pre-marital sex (although abstinence is stressed far more
frequently), and abstaining till marriage before participating in procreation. When examining
a policy document distributed by the Department of Education in 2009, Teenage Pregnancy
in South Africa with a Specific Focus on School Going Learners, the emphasis on sex as a
reproductive  function  is  immediately  and  constantly  apparent.  In  fact,  one  of  the  major
concerns expressed in the policy seems to be the promotion of “teen reproductive health”
(2009: 9). According to the Department of Education, “teen fertility establishes the pace and
level of fertility over a woman’s entire reproductive life-span”, which has “impact not only
on  women’s  health,  but  on  the  socio-economic  status  and  general  well-being  of  the
population” (2009: 9).
In other words, the socialization of procreative behaviour within the basic education
system contributes towards the bio-politics of the population through the study of fertility
rates. According to a different study conducted by the Department of Basic Education, South
Africa has experienced an overall decline in teenage fertility rates between 2001 and 2007,
101
and  the  government  views  this  as  a  positive  development,  especially  in  relation  to  the
“effective”  role  of  “information  dissemination...  and  expanding  access  to  education”
(Department of Basic Education 2009: 11 - 12). According to the study, the cause of teenage
pregnancy  is  largely  attributed  to  “poverty  and  poor  school  performance”,  often  linking
school dropouts directly to teenage pregnancy. Hence, numerous forms of intervention, aimed
at reducing teenage pregnancy, have been implemented by the South African government,
including  “school-based  sex  education,  peer  education  programmes,  adolescent  friendly
clinic initiatives, mass media interventions as well as community level programmes” (2009:
14). As can be noted, the majority of these forms of intervention are education based, or, at
the  least,  initiated  by  the  Department  of  Education,  illustrating  the  prominent  role  that
education plays within the bio-politics of the population. Therefore, through these studies,
based on the discourse related to the socialization of procreative behaviour, the government
manages to keep a close eye on fertility rates, as well as abortion rates21, in case intervention
should be required in either area. Ultimately, the preoccupation with fertility and abortion
rates  is  directly  tied  to  the  well-being  of  the  national  economy,  since  it  influences
unemployment rates, poverty and overpopulation.
Thus,  the  media  and  the  education  system  produce  two  prominent  discourses
regarding the socialization of procreative behaviour. The first, which the media promotes and
which the education system opposes, is the liberalised form of sexuality that largely shuns
procreative  sex  in  favour  of  pre-marital  and promiscuous  sex.  As  suggested  earlier,  this
particular discourse operates in the favour of consumer-capitalist culture, since the majority
of liberal sexualities are inextricably linked to consumer products that identify the individual
with a particular lifestyle and sexuality (recall the example of Barney Stinson, the business
professional and playboy from How I Met Your Mother). The second discourse, promoted by
the education system and undermined through media imagery, is far more in line with the
traditional discourses regarding the socialization of procreative behaviour, as it defines the
primary function of sexual intercourse as reproduction, and employs this particular strategy in
order to regulate the fertility rates of the population. Hence, it is apparent that the strategies
concerning  the  socialization  of  procreative  behaviour  within  the  formal  and  informal
pedagogical institutions of South Africa propagate countervailing discourses that nevertheless
21 Legislation released in 1996 legalised the act of abortion in South Africa. This
can arguably be viewed as a case of government intervention to reduce fertility rates in
South Africa, since the country is currently still struggling with unemployment-, poverty-
and overpopulation rates.
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both serve the interests of neo-liberal economics, and contribute to the docility of the subject
that these institutions aim to produce.
In  light  of  the  information  provided  and  discussed  throughout  this  chapter,  this
dissertation  posits  the  following:  Although disciplinary  power plays  a  crucial  role  in  the
formation  of  the  flexible  generalist  within South African  society,  bio-power,  through the
deployment  of  sexuality,  ensures  that  the  learner,  in  the  name  of  a  liberated  sexuality,
subjects  him-/herself to the dominant discourses of society,  which, in the current context,
assume the form of consumer-capitalist culture. Foucault illustrates how the deployment of
sexuality steadily replaced the deployment of alliance in the 18th Century, and, in an attempt
to control  sexuality  (especially  in  terms of  the  Christian  notion of  the  ‘flesh’),  how this
rapidly  increased  the  proliferation  of  discourses  regarding  sex  and  sexuality  throughout
society.  This  need  to  control  sexuality  resulted  in  the  formulation  of  the  repressive
hypothesis: the belief  that sex and sexuality were stringently repressed since the late 17 th
Century,  and,  hence,  should  be  liberated  on  an  individual  basis  in  order  to  achieve
self-actualisation. In the South African context this liberation is also endowed with political
significance, since the apartheid regime placed strict control and censorship on all sex related
issues. Thus, the liberation of sexuality and sex has become an imperative in South African
society,  as  can  be  noted  in  relation  to  the  formal  and  informal  pedagogical-discursive
practices concerning these issues. These liberation discourses either propagate consumerism,
as is the case in relation to the mass media, or contribute to the bio-politics of the population
in various ways, as is the case within the basic education system. In other words, contrary to
the belief  that sex and sexuality  can somehow lead to liberation and self-actualisation,  it
merely allows the individual, in this case the learner, to subject her-/himself to bio-power,
which operates in the interests of neo-liberal economics. In the closing section of The History
of Sexuality Volume 1, Foucault aptly captures the irony concerning the discourse of sexual
liberation when he muses about the manner in which the contemporary preoccupation with
sex will be perceived by future generations (Foucault 1998: 158 – 159):
People will wonder what could have made us so presumptuous; they will look for the reasons that
might explain why we prided ourselves on being the first to grant sex the importance we say it’s due...
Moreover, we need to consider the possibility that one day, perhaps, in a different economy of bodies
and pleasures, people will no longer quite understand how the ruses of sexuality, and the power that
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sustains its organisation, were able to subject us to that austere monarchy of sex, so that we became
dedicated  to  the  endless  task  of  forcing  its  secret,  of  exhausting the truest  of  confessions  from a
shadow. The irony of this deployment is in having us believe that our “liberation” is in the balance.
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CHAPTER  4  –  THE  FLEXIBLE  GENERALIST  AND  THE
‘PHILO-SOPHER’
Philosophy is an art of living that cures us of our illnesses by teaching us a radical new way of life.  – Arnold
Davidson, 1999
Considering the information and argument(s) provided in the previous three chapters, one can
draw a fairly accurate conception of the formation of the flexible generalist, and, in turn, its
primary characteristics.  The prominent  ideologies,  or discourses,  underpinning the formal
basic  educational  phase  of  the  individual  are  predicated  on,  and  promote,  principles  of
neo-liberal  economics,  such as the  importance  of participating  in  and contributing  to  the
national  economy,  the  prevalence  of  technology  within  the  production  chain,  and  the
emphasis on efficiency within the various social and economic institutions. These neo-liberal
discursive underpinnings were particularly apparent in the earlier analysis of the motives of
the educational reform, the major objective of each phase of the basic education system, and
the character of the specific and critical  developmental outcomes of the basic educational
curriculum. Althusser suggests that these various neo-liberal economic ideologies interpellate
individuals as consumer-capitalist  subjects,  propagating and reinforcing the societal  status
quo,  which  assumes  economic  development  as  its  primary  concern.  Hence,  the  flexible
generalist, in Althusserian terms, is, at least in part, produced through capitalist ideology.
Moreover,  a  major  component  in  the  formation  of  the  flexible  generalist  is
disciplinary power, which, through numerous disciplinary discursive practices, renders the
individual docile.  In general (and as argued above), these disciplinary discursive practices,
including the art of distributions, the control of activity, the organisation of geneses, and the
composition of forces, are implemented within the education system in order to control the
individual’s physical behaviour through the regimentation of time and space. The body is
expected  to  function  efficiently  within  ‘the  greater  disciplinary  machine’,  and  is  thus
standardized within the educational system through these disciplinary techniques. The result
is the docile body, a body that subjects itself to the normalizing procedures of society, which
in  the  South  African  context,  assumes,  among  numerous  other  normalizing  procedures,
discursive  practices  permeated  by  consumer-capitalist  principles.  Therefore,  the  flexible
generalist is economically pliable (or indeed ‘flexible’), yet docile, optimally producing little
resistance to the strategies of disciplinary power active within society.
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However, as suggested in the previous chapter, individuals are not always as docile as
they  should  be,  often  displaying  signs  of  oppositional  behaviour  and  wilfully  resisting
disciplinary discursive practices (Goodson and Dowbiggin 1990). One only needs to consider
the supposed failure of the current disciplinary structures and the call for new or alternative
disciplinary measures within the South African education system to realise the validity of this
notion22.  The discursive positions that  the oppositional  behaviour  assumes are not always
emancipatory,  and, more often than not,  merely subject  the individual  to other discursive
practices  that operate  in the interests  of consumer-capitalist  culture,  even as they diverge
from  those  disciplinary  discursive  practices  that  are  compatible  with  the  economic
imperatives of this culture. More importantly, as indicated by Foucault, the most dominant
form of pseudo-liberation in contemporary society is found within the concept of sexuality.
As  a  direct  result  of  the  lingering  influence  of  the  repressive  hypothesis,  individuals,
including  the  school-going  adolescent,  literally  ‘buy’  into  discourses  concerning  sexual
liberalisation perpetuated through the media, an informal component of the pedagogy of the
learner. These discourses assume the form of ‘liberated’ sexualities that are generally tied to
consumer products (recall the earlier example of Britney’s extensive product line-up). Thus,
participation in a ‘liberated’ sexuality is often little more than an object of consumption “in a
genre of popular culture which eroticises possession and accumulation as icons of sexual
prowess and libido” (Posel 2004: 56). The ideas of sexual liberation and self-actualisation are
therefore merely forms of pseudo-transgression, which, in the majority of cases, renders the
individual critically impotent and anaesthetises the need to acquire a true measure of relative
autonomy.  On  the  other  hand,  through  the  implementation  of  the  Sexuality  Education
Programme (SEP) within the formal educational  component of the learner,  the discourses
concerning  sexuality  function  in  the  interests  of  the  bio-politics  of  the  population,  by
stressing  the  importance  of  social  and  economic  responsibility  in  relation  to  a  ‘healthy’
sexuality and lifestyle.
Hence, it is plausible to suggest that the flexible generalist is a form of subjectivity
produced,  for  the  most  part,  through  strategies  of  disciplinary-  and  bio-power,  which
propagate and reproduce consumer-capitalist culture through discursive practices linked to
consumerism,  social  responsibility  and  general  economic  participation.  It  is  also  a
subjectivity based on an indefinite and adaptable number of skills (outcomes) that are meant
to contribute to a society underpinned by economic values. In other words, contrary to the
22 See Mokhele 2006; Marais 2010; Childline South Africa 2012; Department of
Education 2000 and 2000a.
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Department  of  Basic  Education’s  belief  that  the  flexible  generalist  is  an  ‘ideal’  form of
subjectivity in contemporary society, although it is for the most part economically viable, it
arguably lacks the ability to think and act critically, or indeed in accordance with ‘wisdom’,
in relation to the ‘self’ and society.
Importantly, this by no means ‘dooms’ the individual to a state of domination. Indeed,
in an interview conducted in 1984, Foucault  outlines the difference between processes of
liberation  and  practices  of  freedom,  as  well  as  states  of  domination  and  general  power
relations, which will aid in clarifying the individual’s position in contemporary society. The
first  notion to understand is  ‘liberation’  – a concept  mentioned quite  often in relation to
sexuality in Chapter 3. Foucault is quite sceptical concerning the notion of liberation, since
“if it is not treated with precautions and within certain limits, one runs the risk of falling back
on the idea that there exists a human nature or base that… has been concealed, alienated, or
imprisoned in and by mechanisms of repression” (1984: 26). An example of this would be, as
discussed earlier,  the inaccurate  belief  that  sexuality  is  an intrinsic  component  of human
nature that must be liberated from a history of repression. However, Foucault asserts that
processes of liberation are often necessary, specifically in relation to states of domination,
which  occur  when  the  “power  relations,  instead  of  being  mobile,  allowing  the  various
participants to adopt strategies modifying them, remain blocked, frozen” (1984: 27). States of
domination are thus contexts in which an individual, or group, succeeds in immobilising any
form of resistance, and as a result, “practices of freedom do not exist or exist only unilaterally
or are extremely constrained and limited” within such contexts (1984: 27). In these states of
domination liberation is a requirement: “when a colonized people attempts to liberate itself
from the colonisers, this is indeed a practice of liberation in the strict sense” (1984: 26). 
However, liberation is not sufficient in itself to ensure the existence of a society in
which individuals possess a measure of autonomy. Foucault argues that, in order for a society
that has been liberated to maintain a measure of autonomy, and not merely collapse back into
a  state  of  domination,  “practices  of  freedom” should  be  defined and implemented.   The
majority of contemporary societies, including South African society, cannot be categorised as
states of domination,  but,  rather,  societies  of general power relations,  i.e.  power relations
“may  come  into  play  among  individuals,  within  families,  in  pedagogical  relationships,
political life” etc. (1984: 27), at times manifesting as either “mobile, allowing the various
participants to adopt strategies modifying them”, or forms more akin to states of domination
(1984: 27).  In other words,  in the South African context,  as a result  of the ‘mobility’  of
existing power relations, it is possible to gain a measure of autonomy through participation in
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“practices of freedom”. One of the possible forms that the practices of freedom assumes for
Foucault is the “care of the self”, a concept based on the Greco-Roman “cultures of the self”
that thrived during the 1st and 2nd Century A.D, including Stoicism, Epicureanism, Platonism,
Skepticism and Cynicism. Inherent to the care of the self is the possibility of transgressing the
docility produced through disciplinary- and bio-power, and through which the individual may
achieve a measure of autonomy. More importantly, underpinning the care of the self is the
ethos  of  ‘wisdom’,  or  rather  the  pursuit  and  practice  of  wisdom,  i.e.  philosophy  in  its
etymological sense – “love of wisdom”. It was an ethos that produced self-mastery on the one
hand, and true, responsible social conduct on the other, but, as Pierre Hadot indicates, it also
included an existential value – the relationship between the self and existence. Therefore, this
dissertation  will  examine  these  “cultures  of  the  self”,  especially  in  relation  to  their
educational,  or  pedagogical,  value,  and,  subsequently,  compare  it  to  the current  ethos  of
economic viability through the accumulation of ‘skills’ that underpins formal and informal
education in contemporary society.
4.1 An Ethos of Wisdom and an Ethos of Skills
In The Hermeneutics of the Subject: Lectures at the Collége de France: 1981 – 1982 (2005),
Foucault traces the care of the self from Archaic Greece, through the “golden age of the self”
in the 1st and 2nd Century A.D. Greco-Roman world, to the eventual conversion of the care of
the self, and the “renunciation of the self”, as a result of Christian  metanoia. Importantly,
Foucault  suggests  that  one of  the  primary factors  in  the necessity  to  care  for  the self  in
Ancient  Greece was the “double failing of pedagogy”, or the formal education system in
Athens. Athenian education was compared “unfavourably with Spartan education, with its
unremitting severity, and strong integration within collective rules”, as well as with “oriental
wisdom”, particularly with the wisdom of the Persians in relation to the four fundamental
virtues  (Foucault  2005:  44).  In  other  words,  Athenian  pedagogy  failed  on  the  level  of
self-discipline, or self-mastery, (as opposed to that of the ascetic Spartans) and on the level of
practical wisdom (as opposed to the wisdom practiced in the Orient). Hence, as a result of
this double failing of Athenian pedagogy, the care of the self became an imperative.
The next element  in the necessity to care for oneself  in Ancient Greece,  which is
undoubtedly also linked to education of both a formal and informal character, was the notion
of  ignorance:  “It  is  an  ignorance  that  is  both  ignorance  of  things  one  should  know and
ignorance of oneself,  inasmuch as one does not  even know that  one is  ignorant  of these
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things” (2005: 45). This,  in a general sense,  refers to an ignorance of concepts  and their
practical application in society. 
The final element that rendered the care of the self an imperative in Greece was the
fact that the Greek adolescents who received this form of ‘training’ were largely aristocrats
intended to assume positions in government once they reached adulthood. In other words, the
need to take care of oneself was believed to precede the responsibility of governing others.
As Foucault indicates, this last element was arguably the object of pursuit in the care of the
self in Athens, since those who wished to master others successfully, first had to achieve
self-mastery.  Although  in  Ancient  Greece  the  care  of  the  self  was  restricted  to  male
aristocratic adolescents, during the Hellenistic period the care of the self extended beyond its
status  as  mere  “substitute  for  pedagogy”,  and became “an injunction  valid  for  the  entire
course of life” (2005: 205). The practice of care for the self and the art of living were thus
united, and the belief was that anyone could be a “philosopher”, as long as they practiced the
care of the self and lived within the principles of philosophia – the love of wisdom. Particular
attention  will  be given to  the principles  that  underpinned the  care of the self  during the
Hellenistic period later in this chapter.
Regardless of the objectives for the practice of the care of the self in Ancient Greece
and  Rome,  it  is  the  ethos  underpinning  the  care  of  the  self  that  is  of  interest  for  this
dissertation. Foucault describes this ethos aptly in the previously mentioned interview, ‘The
Ethics of the Concern of the Self as a Practice of Freedom’ (1984: 29 – 30): 
Ēthos was a way of being and of behaviour...  A man possessed of a splendid ēthos, who could be
admired and put forward as an example, was someone who practiced freedom in a certain way... But
extensive work by the self on the self is required for this practice of freedom to take shape in an ēthos
that  is  good,  beautiful,  honourable,  estimable,  memorable,  and  exemplary...  Ēthos  also  implies  a
relationship with others, insofar as the care of the self enables one to occupy his rightful position in the
city, the community, or interpersonal relationships, whether as a magistrate or a friend.
The quality Foucault is arguably referring to regarding an ēthos that is “good, beautiful, and
exemplary”  in  relation  to  the  self  and others  (in  various  relationships)  is  wisdom in  the
general sense of the word, i.e. a comprehension of oneself, others and existence, based on the
mastery of the self (the control of emotions and desires), and resulting in the ability to apply
perceptions,  judgements  and actions  on  a  contextual  basis.  During  the  Hellenistic  period
philosophy  was  a  practical  way  of  life  (not  merely  a  theoretical  discourse),  and  the
philosopher – the lover of wisdom – spent his/her days in pursuit of an ever elusive wisdom.
109
Hence, it is plausible to suggest that the care of the self is synonymous with an ethos of
wisdom. Moreover, in contemporary society, the care of the self could possibly enable the
individual to problematize existing discursive practices and forms of subjectivity, such as the
flexible generalist, through various practices and principles. Foucault refers to a wisdom that
consists of “never allowing ourselves to be induced to make an involuntary movement at the
behest  of  or  through  the  instigation  of  an  external  impulse”  (2005:  207).   Instead,  the
individual must always turn inwards, to a point “at the centre of ourselves to which we will
be fixed and in relation to which we will remain immobile” (2005: 207). Expressing this
concept  through   discourse  theory,  “one  might  say  that  problematization  consists  in  the
discursive self-positioning of the subject vis-á-vis the dominant discourses of his or her social
context, which would unilaterally ‘construct’ their selves unless resisted or problematized”
(Olivier  2012: 139).  Thus,  in contemporary society the care of the self  would enable the
individual  to  negotiate  her/his  position  within  discursive  practices,  and,  in  turn,  power
relations, resulting in the achievement of a measure of autonomy. 
In contrast to an ethos of wisdom associated with the pedagogical practices related to
the  care  of  the  self  in  the  Greco-Roman  period  of  history,  contemporary  South  African
pedagogy  (including  formal  pedagogy  through  the  education  institution  and  informal
pedagogy through the media and family institutions) is underpinned by an ‘ethos of skills’.
Recall the statement by the South African Qualifications Authority that the flexible generalist
is an individual “equipped with the necessary knowledge, skills and values to adjust readily
to multiple career changes and make... a significant contribution to the life of this country and
the world,” and that the focus of education in South Africa is, therefore, the development of
“the ability to adapt acquired skills to new working environments” in order to sustain “an
adaptable workforce” (SAQA). As indicated in Chapter 1, the skills, or ‘outcomes’, of the
OBE system of South Africa, primarily obey and reinforce economic principles and values. It
prepares the learner to enter a career, whilst remaining adaptable, yet almost no mention is
made of wisdom in any of its forms. This prompts a question: Why have mere skills become
sufficient for the fulfilment of the self and its role in society? Foucault would attribute this
shift in priority to ‘pastoral power’. The care of the self is but a distant, forgotten notion in
contemporary education,  and in its place is disciplinary- and bio-power, appropriations of
pastoral power.
110
4.1.1 Pastoral Power – The End of the Care of the Self
In the 3rd and 4th Century A.D., the care of the self underwent a drastic transformation in
relation to the popularization  of Christian culture.  According to Foucault,  early Christian
culture produced a new technology of power that not only differed from political  power,
which is exercised over legal subjects, but would also eventually completely supplant the
cultures of the self. Foucault refers to this technology of power as ‘pastoral power’ (since it is
exercised through pastorship) and indicates how it finds its basis in certain themes connected
to  the  shepherd-flock  metaphor.  Although ancient  civilizations  drew certain  comparisons
between a king, god, or leader, and the image of the shepherd, Foucault indicates that the
Christian-pastoral  implementation  of  this  shepherd-flock  metaphor  had  four  defining
characteristics.
Firstly,  the Christian conception  of  the responsibility  of the shepherd to  his  flock
posits that “the shepherd must render an account – not only of each sheep, but of all their
actions, all the good or evil they are liable to do, all that happens to them” (Foucault 1999:
142). The shepherd was thus morally bound to his flock in an array of complex relationships,
and these “ties not only concerned individuals’ lives, but the details of their actions as well”
(1999: 142). Immediately one can note the difference between this notion of shepherd-flock
and care of the self, in which only the individual is responsible for her/his life, practices and
the details of her/his actions. Hence, it involved a shift in the onus of responsibility at the cost
of the mastery and control of the self.
Secondly, the flock, and, specifically, each individual sheep, is completely dependent
on the will and guidance of the shepherd: “In Christianity, the tie with the shepherd is an
individual  one.  It  is  a  personal  submission  to  him.  His  will  is  done,  not  because  it  is
consistent with the law... but, principally, because it is his law” (1999: 142). This stands in
stark contrast to Greek thought, which stressed that a Greek citizen only obeyed if it was the
law or will of the state. Indeed, a Greek only submitted to the will of another if “that person
had rationally persuaded him to do so. And it had to be for a strictly determined aim: to be
cured, to acquire a skill, to make the best choice” (1999: 142). Submission in the case of the
Greek, or Roman for that matter, is merely a means to a greater end, whilst, in the case of
Christianity and pastoral power, submission is the end in itself. Therefore, the impetus to act
in accordance with wisdom was supplanted by the blind submission to a higher authority.
Foucault illustrates this notion aptly in relation to the evolution of the word  apatheia. The
Christian use of the term apatheia denotes a blind obedience to the pastor or God. On the
other hand, “in Greek philosophy apatheia denotes the control that the individual, thanks to
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the exercise of reason, can exert over his passions. In Christian thought pathos is willpower
exerted over oneself, for oneself. Apatheia delivers us from such wilfulness” (1999: 142).
Thirdly, “Christian pastorship requires a particular kind of knowledge between the
pastor and his sheep”. This particular kind of knowledge individualises each member of the
flock, since it not only focuses on the state of the flock as a whole, but aims to know each
sheep  in  rigorous  detail,  including  the  individual’s  needs,  his  actions,  and  even  each
member’s soul – “his secret sins, his progress on the road to sainthood” (1999: 142 – 143).
Two ‘essential instruments’ in the care of the self were appropriated by Christianity in order
to acquire this individual knowledge. The first is self-examination, which, unlike the form of
introspection it assumed in the various cultures of the self, was transformed into the practice
of confession: self-awareness was required to “open up entirely to its director – to unveil to
him the depths of the soul” (1999: 143). The second practice of the self appropriated for the
purpose of gaining individual knowledge is the guidance of conscience. Through the blind
submission to the will  of the pastor,  as well  as the practice of confession,  the individual
accepted the guidance of the pastor on a constant and unquestioning basis. As Foucault states,
“the sheep didn’t let itself be led only to come through any rough passage victoriously, it let
itself be led every second. Being guided was a state and you were fatally lost if you tried to
escape it” (1999: 143).
Finally,  and,  according  to  Foucault,  most  importantly,  the  aim  of  all  the  various
techniques of Christianity is “to get individuals to work at their own ‘mortification’ in this
world” (1999: 143). In this instance Foucault is referring to the Christian renunciation of the
self and life in material terms – “a kind of everyday death”. The renunciation of life and the
self has the ‘eternal afterlife’  as its goal, instead of focusing on the self,  society,  and the
immediate context. The stark contrast to the culture of the self is immediately apparent: the
care of the self places the self as its object, and the practice of wisdom in relation to everyday
life is an imperative. In fact, since afterlife was in no way considered a certainty, the cultures
of the self employed the certainty of death as a means to appreciate each living moment. In
the words of Epicurus, “persuade yourself that every new day that dawns will be your last
one. And then you will  receive each unhoped for hour with gratitude” (Hadot 1999: 68).
Therefore,  pastoral  power  undermines  the  care  of  the  self  in  relation  to  its  most  crucial
principles (taking care of the self and acting according to wisdom), and establishes a very
different  economy  of  power  –  one  in  which  the  individual  subjects  him-/herself  to  the
normalizing processes of a particular society.
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The link between pastoral power and disciplinary- as well as bio-power should be
evident; in fact, both are appropriations of pastoral power, as can be noted in several of their
discursive practices and strategies. In contemporary bio-disciplinary society individuals are
studied as cases (‘the shepherd must know each sheep’),  and in turn objectified,  through
processes such as normalizing judgement, hierarchical observation and examination, which
render them docile yet normal subjects, i.e. it ensures submission. Confession (largely in a
secular sense) has become a widespread scientific phenomenon, particularly in relation to
sexuality,  and  the  ‘truth’  concerning  the  self  can  only  be  uncovered  by  a  professional
personage: “It [the truth] was constituted in two stages: present but incomplete, blind to itself,
in the one who spoke, it could only reach completion in the one who assimilated and recorded
it” (Foucault  1998: 66).  Indeed, as argued in Chapter  2 and 3 of this  dissertation,  in the
majority of cases the individual is rendered docile through disciplinary/bio-power, and is, in
turn,  “spoken  by”  a  particular  discourse,  or  set  of  discourses,  that  propagate
consumer-capitalist culture.  In other words, the ‘sheep’ (docile body/flexible generalist)  is
still being guided by the ‘shepherd’ (various power strategies in society), although in slightly
different forms. 
Thus, to return to the question posed earlier: Why have mere skills become sufficient
for the fulfilment of the self and its role in society? Because the mastery of the self, and the
practice  of  wisdom,  have  been  supplanted  by  the  submission  to  pastorship,  which,  in
contemporary  society,  assumes the  form of  power  strategies  proliferated  through various
institutions, including the education-, the media-, the family-, and the medical institution. The
flexible generalist, in his/her state of docility, does not require autonomy in a society where
behaviour is standardized. Indeed, in general an individual’s decisions rarely stretch further
than choices regarding products of consumption: A notion appropriately defined by Thomas
Princen as consumer sovereignty, since “the shopper and the worker are one and the same
person. Only now the worker, a serf stripped of discretion and judgement in the factory, could
be king or queen in the supermarket” (Princen 2005: 76).
It is reasonable to suggest that contemporary South African society, much like ancient
Athens, is in desperate need of a resurgence of cultures of the self. In many ways even this
notion  seems  idealistic,  and  one  is  almost  tempted  to  adopt  Heidegger’s  position  in  an
interview conducted by Der Spiegel Magazine in 1976, in which he declared that “only a god
can save us” (Heidegger 1979). However, although practices of freedom through the care of
the self are not likely to become a norm in the life of every member of society (even in
ancient societies philosophers were termed  atopos – ‘unclassifiable’),  it  could nonetheless
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provide numerous individuals with a measure of autonomy in a society in which autonomous
practice has become extremely scarce. This dissertation will now examine the cultures of the
self, or rather philosophy as a practice, or way of life, in the Hellenistic period, and indicate
its  need  within  contemporary  formal  and  informal  pedagogical  practices,  as  well  as  its
relevance to individuals in contemporary society, especially in terms of regaining a measure
of  autonomy,  thereby  enabling  the  self  to  negotiate  a  place  for  itself  within  the  various
discourses of society. More specifically, in the South African context it can function as a
possible  remedy  to  ‘flexible  generalism’,  the  form  of  subjectivity  promoted  by  various
institutions,  including  formal  and  informal  education,  which  renders  the  individual
economically  viable,  generally  skilled  and  knowledgeable,  yet  also  docile  and  critically
impotent.
4.2 Pierre Hadot’s Philosopphy as a Way of Life
In order to achieve a firm understanding of the practice of philosophy in Hellenistic culture,
this dissertation will refer to Pierre Hadot’s  Philosophy as a Way of Life (1995), and not
Foucault’s conception of cultures of the self which he presented in The Hermeneutics of the
Subject. The reason for this shift to another theorist is based on Arnold’s Davidson’s account
of the difference between Foucault  and Hadot in relation to the practice of philosophy in
ancient cultures, which he presents in the introduction of  Philosophy as a Way of Life. By
referring  to  Hadot’s  article,  ‘Reflections  on  the  Idea  of  the  “Cultivation  of  the  Self”’,
Davidson suggests that the primary difference between Foucault and Hadot is that “Foucault
not only gave a too narrow construal of ancient ethics, but that he limited the ‘care of the self’
to ethics alone”23 (Davidson 1999: 24). Hadot’s misgivings concerning Foucault’s “narrow
construal of ancient ethics” is based on the idea that Foucault’s interpretation of “’techniques
of the self’, is precisely focused far too much on the ‘self’, or at least on a specific conception
of the self” (Hadot 1999: 207).  Hadot asserts  that,  contrary to Foucault’s  suggestion that
cultures of the self (such as the Stoics) took care of the self with only the ‘self’ as objective,
“the  goal  of  Stoic  exercises  is  to  go  beyond the  self,  and  think  and  act  in  unison with
universal reason” (1999: 207). Hadot supports his assertion by referring to the writing of
23 It should be noted that, despite these differences, Foucault and Hadot regarded
each  other’s  work  with  great  respect.  For  example,  Davidson  asserts  that  Foucault
displayed  a  certain  “excitement”  regarding  Hadot’s  work,  and  recommended  it
“enthusiastically”  (Davidson  1999:  1).  Hadot,  on  the  other  hand,  stated  that  the
differences  between  his  own  work  and  that  of  Foucault,  concerning  Hellenistic
philosophy,  “could  have  provided  the  substance  for  a  dialogue  between  us,  which,
unfortunately, was interrupted all too soon by Foucault’s premature death” (Hadot 1999:
206).
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Seneca, a Roman Stoic from the 1st Century A.D.: “The ‘best portion of oneself’, then, is, in
the  last  analysis,  a  transcendent  self.  Seneca  does  not  find  his  joy  in  ‘Seneca’,  but  by
transcending ‘Seneca’: by discovering that there is within him - within all human beings, that
is, and within the cosmos itself - a reason which is part of universal reason”. Hadot attributes
this ‘misreading’ by Foucault to the “tacit attempt to offer contemporary mankind a model of
life, which Foucault calls ‘an aesthetics of existence’” (1999: 208), since ideas of “universal
reason”  and  “universal  nature”  have,  for  the  most  part,  become  obsolete.  Thus,  it  was
Foucault’s  attempt  at  appropriating  Hellenistic  philosophical  exercises  for  contemporary
audiences.
However, Hadot suggests that by “bracketing out” notions such as “becoming one
with the cosmos” and “cosmic reason,” one runs the risk of neglecting a crucial element of
ancient philosophical practice: “the feeling of belonging to a whole... belonging, that is, both
to the whole constituted by the human community,  and to that constituted by the cosmic
whole” (1999: 208). Davidson aptly clarifies Hadot’s intentions by referring to the traditional
distinction between the three parts of philosophy: logic, physics and ethics. In general, as
suggested by Davidson, logic and physics are synonymous with theoretical discourse, whilst
ethics is the area in which practical and spiritual exercises are located (as is the case with
Foucault’s theories of the practices of the self). However, a distinction between theory and
practice exists within each of the areas of philosophy (Davidson 1999: 24):
Ethics  itself  contains a  theoretical  discourse  that  sets forth principles,  definitions,  distinctions,  and
analyses  of  the  virtues  and  vices.  But...  there  is  also  a  lived  ethics  that  puts  into  practice  the
fundamental  rules of life.  Similarly,  there is  a theory of logic,  which includes a conception of the
proposition, and explains different forms of syllogisms and different ways of refuting sophisms... [and]
scholarly exercises in which one learned to apply the abstract rules... [T]here was also an everyday
practice  of  logic  that  had  to  be  carried  out  in  the  domain  of  judgement  and  assent...  Finally,  the
discipline of physics included not only a theory, but a lived physics, a true spiritual exercise, which
involved a way of seeing the world, a cosmic consciousness, and procured pleasure and joy for the
soul.
Thus,  Hadot’s  account  of  the  Hellenistic  practice  of  philosophy  not  only  focuses  on
behavioural practices based on a moral code, but also includes an existential value oriented to
the nature of the cosmos (physics). One can see how this existential value is of significance
for human civilization in general, since, as Hadot rightfully suggests, each individual not only
forms part of a community and society, but also the cosmos, which, among other concepts,
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includes nature. Considering the current environmental crisis: a “lived physics” is arguably
one of the most crucial practices of philosophy required by contemporary society. 
It is for these reasons that this dissertation turns to the work of Hadot as opposed to
Foucault’s account of Greco-Roman cultures of the self. A few differences in terminology
need to be clarified before continuing the discussion concerning Philosophy as a Way of Life.
Firstly, while Foucault refers to the ancient philosophical schools of thought as ‘cultures of
the  self’  (especially  those  of  the  1st and  2nd Century  A.D.),  Hadot  calls  them  ancient
philosophical schools or traditions. Secondly, Foucault’s notion of ‘the care of the self’, or
‘practices of the self’, appears as ‘spiritual exercises’ in the work of Hadot. The reason for
these differences is self-evident: While Foucault emphasises the self (the care thereof, the
achievement thereof etc.) in his interpretation of ancient philosophy, Hadot’s interpretation
not  only  incorporates  the  care  of  the  self,  but  also  includes  self-transcending  existential
values and their accompanying practices. 
Finally,  and  most  importantly,  Hadot  makes  a  distinction  between  philosophy  as
practice, which he refers to as philosophia, and philosophy as a theoretical discourse, which
he refers to as ‘modern philosophy’, ‘traditional philosophy’, or ‘philosophical discourse’.
Through  these  different  terms,  Hadot  attempts  to  draw  a  clear  distinction  between
philosophical theory and practice, not only as a means to understand ancient philosophical
schools  of  thought,  but  also  in  an  effort  to  restore  philosophy  as  a  way  of  life  in  a
contemporary context. Modern philosophy functions almost exclusively within the bounds of
theory,  focusing  on  abstract  discourse  in  its  “formal  structure  and  intelligible  content”
(Davidson  1999:  26).  In  other  words,  a  modern  philosopher  creates  and  engages  in
philosophical  discourse24 as  theory.  However,  philosophy as  practice,  as  was the  case  in
Ancient Greece and Rome, is first and foremost a way of living: “The essential element [of
philosophy as practice] is in fact, one could say, non-discursive, insofar as it represents a
choice of life, a wish to live in such and such a way, with all the concrete consequences that
that implies in everyday life” (Hadot 1999: 27). Philosophy as theory, according to Hadot,
undoubtedly has a place in philosophia, since “the philosopher can only act on himself and
others through discourse, and philosophy is thus a mode of life that includes as an integral
part a certain mode of discourse”, but it should not be philosophy’s primary objective. 
24 Importantly,  this  is  discourse  in  its  etymological  sense,  i.e.  to  engage  in  a
written or spoken conversation, or a lengthy discussion of a subject – either written or
spoken.  Of course, when writing about  discourse from a Foucaultian perspective,  the
word  also  includes  a  practical  element,  and  should  be  understood  as  discursive
practice(s).
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Arguably, the recent attempt by the Department of Education to integrate “practice
and theory” is born of a similar concern to unite theory and everyday life through pedagogy.
However,  the  education  system takes  economic  viability  as  its  major  concern,  and  thus
provides  learners  with  skills  and  knowledge  necessary  to  pursue  successful  economic
lifestyles. It is only through philosophia, the love and practice of wisdom, that the ethos of
economic skills underpinning South African education can be countered correctively by an
ethos  of  wisdom;  and  instead  of  producing  flexible  generalists,  pedagogical  discursive
practices should produce “philo-sophers” – lovers of wisdom. Thus far, this dissertation has
provided little information concerning the character, principles and practices of philosophia,
or  philosophy  as  a  way  of  life.  Therefore,  Hadot’s  account  of  Hellenistic  philosophical
schools will now be explored in order to indicate its value as a way of life for contemporary
society.
4.2.1 Principles of Philosophia
In “The Sage and the World” (1999: 251 – 263), through an intricate discussion of the roles
of ‘the sage’ and ‘the cosmos’ in ancient philosophical thought, Pierre Hadot provides insight
into  the  principles  that  underpin  philosophia,  which  includes  “becoming  one  with  the
cosmos”, focusing on the “present instant”, accepting the finitude of existence, and attaining
wisdom through the pursuit of the “figure of the sage”. It is reasonable to propose that, in the
opinion of Hadot, the principle of ‘becoming one with the cosmos’, or world (not in the sense
of the world of social convention or nomos, but that which is subject to immutable principles,
or  cosmos),  is  central  to living a philosophical  life.  The Stoics,  for example,  practiced a
fundamental (ostensibly proto-Nietzschean) attitude “consisting of a joyful ‘Yes!’ accorded at
each instant to the movement of the world, directed as it is by universal reason” (1999: 251).
It was anchored in the belief that one should always be conscious of being part of the totality
of the cosmos, in order to live according to the principles of reason and wisdom. In similar
fashion, though different in discourse, the Epicureans believed in becoming part of the world
and cosmos, since “it brought with it pure pleasure and peace of mind, freed [them] from
unreasonable  fear  of  the  gods,  and made  [them]  consider  each  instant  as  an  unexpected
miracle” (1999: 252).
However, as mentioned earlier, notions of universal reason and a cosmic whole are
treated with scepticism in contemporary philosophy, and, therefore, many would perceive the
idea of ‘becoming one with the cosmos’ as out of date. As Hadot indicates, “the quantitative
universe  of  modern  science  is  totally  unrepresentable,  and  within  it  the  individual  feels
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isolated and lost.  Today nature is nothing more for us than man’s ‘environment’;  she has
become a purely human problem, a problem of industrial  hygiene.  The idea of universal
reason no longer makes much sense” (Hadot 1999: 252). Despite the modern tendency to
dismiss such notions, Hadot believes that the notion of becoming one with the cosmos, or
experiencing the “world qua world” is not only applicable, but an imperative if one is to live
philosophically.
The first step in the process of rediscovering the ‘world qua world’, that is to say, the
world in and for itself through human experience, is to change one’s perception concerning
the world as we understand it through science. As Hadot suggests, “it is essential to realize
that our way of perceiving the world in everyday life is not radically affected by scientific
conceptions” (1999: 252). When considering the Copernican revolution, Newtonian physics,
theories of relativity, or quantum physics, it is quite apparent that scientific theory has little
connection with real, lived experience. In order to support his position, Hadot draws on the
work  of  Merleau-Ponty,  who  also  suggested  that  human  beings  must  reawaken  their
experience of the world – the existential experience of the world on an everyday basis – “of
which science is the secondary expression” (Cited in Hadot 1999: 253). What is the nature of
the  earth  in  this  everyday  human  experience  of  the  world?  Hadot  summarises  it  in  the
following clause (1999: 253):
For lived existential  experience, the earth is nothing other than the immobile ground in relation to
which I move, the fundamental referent of my existence. It is this earth, immobile in relation to our
experienced  movements,  that  even the astronaut uses  as reference point,  including when,  from the
depths of space, the earth appears to him like a little blue ball.
In other words, in relation to existential experience, scientific descriptions or perceptions of
the  world  are  merely  abstract  theories.  They  might  ‘improve’  human  life  in  terms  of
technological  innovations,  but  they  do  not  change  the  world  or,  rather,  the  ‘things  in
themselves’, which should be understood according to Husserl’s phenomenological sense, i.e.
‘things  themselves’,  as  they  are  once  all  layers  of  historical,  metaphysical  and scientific
understanding have been bracketed out, are uncovered in their inter-relationships with one
another  and  with  humans.  Indeed,  in  similar  fashion  to  Heidegger  in  The  Question
Concerning  Technology,  Hadot  suggests  that  scientific  theory,  and  by  implication
technological innovations, have affected the way in which we experience the world. Quoting
Bergson,  Hadot  suggests  that  as  an  “auxiliary  of  action,  it  [modern  human  perception]
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isolates, out of the totality of the real, that which interests us” (Hadot 1999: 254). Heidegger
would  take  this  notion  even  further  by  suggesting  that  the  essence  of  technology,  as
Enframing, causes human beings to reveal the real as a ‘standing reserve’, which is a form of
revealing the real, including other human beings, as incessant resources. However, it is not
only modern science that has caused human beings to lose perspective of the world as it is. In
fact, Hadot indicates that even in ancient Greece and Rome people had no time to look at the
world,  and philosophers realised the “paradox and scandal” in this,  as can be noted in a
beautiful description of viewing the world qua world by Lucretius (Hadot 1999: 258):
First of all, the bright, clear colour of the sky, and all it holds within it, the stars that wander here and
there, and the moon and the radiance of the sun with its brilliant light; all these, if now they had been
seen for the first time by mortals, if, unexpectedly, they were in a moment placed before their eyes,
what story could be told more marvellous than these things, or what that the nations would less dare to
believe beforehand? Nothing, I believe; so worthy of wonder would this sight have been. Yet think
how no one now, wearied with satiety of seeing, deigns to gaze up at the shining quarters of the sky!
This passage clearly shows that the notion of becoming one with the cosmos was rare even in
ancient times and something only ‘philo-sophers’ focused on attaining.
One of the possible  ways to understand the perception of the world qua world in
contemporary  society  is  to  turn  to  aesthetic  perception  of  the  world.  In  the  Critique  of
Judgement (1790)  Kant  draws  a  relevant  distinction  between  scientific  knowledge  and
aesthetic perception, explaining that in order to experience the ocean as sublime, one need not
employ geographical and meteorological knowledge; rather, “to call the ocean sublime we
must regard it as poets do, merely by what strikes the eye; if it is at rest, as a clear mirror of
water only bounded by the heaven; if it  is restless, as an abyss threatening to overwhelm
everything” (Kant 1914:  119).  ).  It  is  a detached,  disinterested form of perception  which
Kant, as well as Hadot, is referring to. Thus, aesthetic perception could allow us, once again,
similar to the ancient philosophers, to “live in [a] perceptive… relationship with the earth,
which constitutes an essential dimension of human existence” (Hadot 1999: 255). In the final
instance,  Hadot believes  that  aesthetic  perception can lead one to contemplate  perception
itself – the way in which we experience existence – and, through this contemplation, change
our relationship to the world: “We break off ‘our familiarity with the world, and this break
can  teach  us  nothing  other  than  the  unmotivated  surging-forth  of  the  world’.  At  such
moments,  it  is  as if  we were seeing the world appear before our eyes for the first  time”
(Hadot 1999: 256).
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Hence,  by  referring  to  aesthetic  perception,  Hadot  creates  a  link  between
contemporary  times  and  the  manner  in  which  the  (ancient)  sage  ‘became  one  with’  the
cosmos. An indispensable element in the attainment of disinterested perception, as well as the
next principle of philosophia, is the present instant, or “concentration on the present moment:
a concentration in which the spirit is, in a sense, without past or present, as it experiences the
simple sensation of existence” (1999: 259). It is a form of reciprocal causality in which the
mind acquires peace and serenity by becoming aware of its relationship with and place in
existence as a whole. Hadot specifically focuses on the manner in which the Epicureans and
Stoics perceived the present instant and its relevance to philosophia. The Epicurean exercise
of concentrating on the present instant forces the individual to view each moment as a ‘stroke
of luck’ or ‘miracle’: “Believe that every day that dawns will be the final one for you. If you
do,  you  will  receive  each  unexpected  hour  with  gratitude...  Receive  each  moment  of
accumulating time as though it came about by an incredible stroke of luck” (Hadot 1999:
260). For the Stoics, on the other hand, each present instant implies the “entire universe, and
the whole history of the world. Just as each instant presupposes the immensity of time, so
does  our  body  presuppose  the  whole  universe”  (Hadot  1999:  260).  In  other  words,  in
Stoicism, by concentrating on the present instant, and completely becoming aware of it, one
can establish a link to existence as a whole.
To  see  the  world  for  the  first  time  is  the  same  as  seeing  it  for  the  last  time.
Concentrating  on  the  present  instant  is,  therefore,  another  way  of  becoming  one  with
existence, but it also leads to another principle of philosophia – the realization of the finitude
of existence.  The realization,  or acceptance,  of death was an important  theme throughout
ancient  philosophy,  and  appeared  as  a  core  element  in  virtually  all  the  ancient  schools.
Accepting  human  mortality  and  the  finitude  of  existence  “reveals  to  us  the  miraculous
character of our relationship to the world: always in peril, always unforeseeable” (1999: 260).
Importantly, this also allows one to view the world as ‘nature’ in the etymological sense of
the word: “physis” – the movement of birth, growth and death “by which things manifest
themselves”  (1999:  260).  This,  in  a  sense,  completes  the  loop  of  becoming  one  with
existence, and is beautifully expressed by Hadot in the following clause (1999: 260):
We experience ourselves as a moment, or instant, of this movement (physis); this immense event which
reaches beyond us, is always already there before us, and is always beyond us. We are born along with
the world. [It] is [a] feeling of identity between universal being and our own existence.
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This leads to the final principle of philosophia – the pursuit of wisdom through the figure of
the sage. Hadot indicates that an analogy existed between wisdom and the world in ancient
philosophy:  “Seneca  was  equally  stupefied  by  the  spectacle  of  the  world  (which  he
contemplated tamquam spectator novus), and by the spectacle of wisdom” (1999: 261). Just
as  it  is  impossible  to  constantly  experience  the  world  qua  world  (as  a  result  of  the
involvement  in  the  discursive  and  non-discursive  practices  of  everyday  life),  it  is  also
impossible to consistently live according to wisdom, personified in the figure of the sage.
Each ancient philosophical tradition had its own figure of the sage -  a figure that personified
all the principles and exercises of a particular school – and the philosophers believed that,
“via  the life  of this  personality,  one was led to the representation  of absolute perfection,
above  and  beyond  all  of  its  possible  realizations”  (1999:  261).  Hadot  cites  Bernard
Groethuysen’s description of the sage in order to provide a general portrait of both this figure
and wisdom itself (1999: 251):
The sage's consciousness of the world is something peculiar to him alone. Only the sage never ceases
to have the whole constantly present to his mind. He never forgets the world, but thinks and acts with a
view to the cosmos....  The  sage is  a  part  of  the world;  he is  cosmic.  He does not  let  himself  be
distracted from the world, or detached from the cosmic totality.... The figure of the sage forms, as it
were, an indissoluble unity with man's representation of the world.
Thus,  wisdom (embodied  in  the  sage)  and becoming one  with  existence  are inextricably
linked. In fact, one can summarise the principles of philosophia as follows: by becoming one
with existence, and focusing on the present instant, one is constantly aware of the finitude of
existence.  In turn, by viewing the world qua world, through disinterested perception,  and
living each moment as if it is your last, one lives according to the precepts of wisdom, and, in
turn, in emulation of the sage. Hence, “both the world as conceived in the consciousness of
the sage, and the sage’s consciousness itself, plunged in the totality of the world, are revealed
to the lover of wisdom in one single, unique movement” (1999: 261).
In other words, the principles of  philosophia, when combined, can be defined as a
constant living, or striving, towards wisdom. The ancient philosophical traditions employed
various practices in the pursuit of wisdom, which include meditation, dialectical discussion,
rhetorical  discussion,  self-reflective  writing,  and,  finally,  reading  and  exegesis  of
authoritative texts. Although all of these fulfilled a special role (often a pedagogical role) in
the  practice  of  philosophia,  meditation  is  highlighted  by  Hadot  as  one  of  the  primary
exercises  in  the pursuit  of wisdom. Importantly,  although the objects  of meditation  were
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different  depending  on  the  philosophical  school  of  thought,  it  was  always  a  rational,
imaginative/creative and intuitive exercise. In general, meditation included the “exercise of
reason” and the “memorization and assimilation of the fundamental dogmas and rules of life
of the school” (1999: 59). Thus, in relation to meditation,  as well  as the numerous other
exercises of philosophia, theoretical discourse finds its place. It is therefore not necessary to
break from the academic philosophical tradition, but, especially in relation to the practice of
philosophy,  merely  to  assimilate  it  into  practical  forms.  Given the  limited  scope  of  this
dissertation,  such  an  assimilation  cannot  be  explored  in  further  detail.  However,  the
possibility  of  adopting  philosophy  as  a  way  of  life  will  be  discussed,  or  at  the  least
rudimentary aspects of it, within either formal or informal pedagogical practices, which will
also be relevant to the South African context.
122
CHAPTER 5 – CONCLUSION: PHILOSOPHY AS A WAY OF
LIFE  IN  CONTEMPORARY  CULTURE  AND  FUTURE
AVENUES OF STUDY
Thus,  this  dissertation  has  presented  two  forms  of  subjectivity  –  the  one  endorsed  by
consumer-capitalist society; the other all but forgotten. The first form of subjectivity is the
flexible generalist,  which is based almost exclusively on economic principles. On the one
hand, the flexible generalist is economically viable and skilled, on the other, critically and
politically impotent. The flexible generalist’s primary purpose is to contribute to the national
economy, whilst autonomy, for the most part, is reduced to mere consumer sovereignty – the
ability  to  choose a  product  of  consumption  from a predetermined  range.  It  is  a  form of
subjectivity produced, in part, by certain discursive practices within the formal and informal
education of the school-going learner. In general, these discursive practices distribute pastoral
power,  in  the  forms  of  disciplinary-  and  bio-power,  rendering  the  subject  docile,  but
economically active.
The second form of subjectivity is the ‘philo-sopher’, the lover of wisdom, a subject
position which is based on the ideals of wisdom and inner freedom. This dissertation posits
that the subject can possibly (however unlikely it may seem) counter the discursive practices
that aim at transforming the ‘self’ into the flexible generalist by practicing philosophy as a
way  of  life.  Acting  in  accordance  with  the  principles  of  philosophia (discussed  above)
transforms the subject into the ‘philo-sopher’, the lover of wisdom. The constant pursuit of
wisdom results  in  “peace  of  mind (ataraxia)”,  “inner  freedom (autarkeia)”  and a  cosmic
consciousness  for  the  subject.  Peace  of  mind  and  inner  freedom  enable  the  subject  to
constantly negotiate  his/her position in relation to the dominant discourses of a particular
society.  In  the  words  of  Hadot,  “although  their  methodologies  differ,  we  find  in  all
philosophical schools the same awareness of the power of the human self to free itself from
everything which is alien to it” (1999: 266). Cosmic consciousness, on the other hand, allows
the subject to experience existence in and for itself  – not merely as a “standing reserve”
(Heidegger)  that  is  available  for  human  consumption  –  thereby  improving  the  subject’s
relationship with nature and others. 
What is  more,  anyone can be a philosopher as long as they live according to the
principles of  philosophia  within a particular context – certainly not an easy feat but, in the
words  of  Spinoza:  “If  the  way which  I  have  pointed out  as  leading to  this  result  seems
exceedingly hard, it may nevertheless be discovered. It must indeed be hard, since it is so
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seldom found. How would it be possible, if salvation were easy to find, and could without
great labour be found, that it  should be neglected by almost everybody? But all excellent
things are as difficult as they are rare” (Cited in Hadot 1999: 275). On the bright side, while
the  pursuit  of  wisdom in  itself  might  be  an  extremely  difficult  way  of  life,  specialized
theoretical study is not a requirement.  Philosophia, unlike modern philosophy in which an
individual is required to ‘specialize’ in the theoretical discipline of philosophy before he/she
is considered a philosopher, is based on “short sayings summed up, sometimes in striking
form...  so  that  the  student  might  easily  relocate  him-/herself  within  the  fundamental
disposition in which he/she [is] to live” (1999: 267 – 268).
Therefore,  it  is  not  completely  inconceivable  for  the  South  African  school-going
learner to someday, under the appropriate conditions, practice philosophy as a way of life,
and thus become the ‘philosopher’,  and not the flexible  generalist.  Indeed,  as  mentioned
earlier, our education system can be compared to the failing pedagogical system of Athens,
which brought about the need for the cultivation of the self.  However, these ‘appropriate
conditions’ are not easy to determine, and will require further study of the ancient schools of
philosophy  and  the  manner  in  which  to  apply  them  in  the  South  African  context.  The
following  questions,  among  numerous  others,  come  to  mind:  ‘Should  philosophia be
implemented in the basic or further educational curriculum’, or ‘should it be implemented at
the tertiary level, when the learner will be more susceptible to its principles?’; ‘are there any
contemporary cultures or sub-cultures that practice philosophy as way of life, and if so, in
what forms?’; ‘what is the role of technology in both the production of the flexible generalist,
and in relation to philosophy as a way of life?’
Since the scope of this dissertation is limited, these questions cannot be answered at
this point. However, the notion of aesthetic perception as a means to rediscover the principle
of becoming one with the cosmos in contemporary society will be examined briefly, in order
to indicate the importance of employing Hadot’s work for future studies. Based on Hadot’s
insistence that aesthetic perception can aid us in viewing the world qua world, it is plausible
to propose that various forms of art, including forms of mass media, in contemporary society
can be used as a means to rediscover at least some of the principles of philosophia, even if
only  in  a  rudimentary  form.  Since  the  mass  media  are  a  dominant  part  of  the  informal
education of the learner, these principles may therefore influence the learner’s perception of
the  world,  and  could  eventually  lead  to  the  further  pursuit  of  philosophical  practices.
Moreover, the learner’s involvement in creative activity, whether the physical creation of art,
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or the active employment of the imagination, mirrors the creative process of nature in which
things are rendered visible in and for themselves (Hadot 1999: 256).
Indeed, this idea of recovering aesthetic perception is present today, among numerous
other art forms, within the genre (or sub-culture) of fantasy literature and film25, which is
labelled by numerous academics and critics as mere ‘escapism’ – a misconception that will be
dealt  with  later  in  the  dissertation.  Importantly,  it  is  a  sub-culture  that  is  accessible  to
school-going  learners  (unlike  ‘high  art’  which  requires  a  certain  level  of  culture  and/or
education)  since it  deals  with adventure  and elements  of  the  imagination,  and is  usually
presented in a clear and appealing format. In fact, it is this imaginative/creative element that
can aid the learner in discovering an aesthetic perception of the world. The most relevant
example of such creative fantasy can be found in the extremely popular writing of J. R. R.
Tolkien,  who  is  viewed  by  many  as  the  “father”  of  modern  fantasy,  and whose  oeuvre
includes  The Hobbit,  The Lord of the Rings,  The Silmarillion and  The Children of Húrin.
Tolkien describes his fantasy books as a mythology26 in the mode of “Faërie-Story”, which
can also be called creative fantasy, a literary mode which is divorced from ‘primary reality’,
allowing  for  incessant  creativity  within  a  space  defined  by  the  imagination.  In  “On
Fairy-Stories” (1938), an essay on the character of creative fantasy, Tolkien defines Faërie as
the “realm or state in which fairies27 [imaginary beings such as elves, dwarves, goblins and
dragons]  have their being. Faërie contains many things besides elves and fays… giants or
dragons”: it holds nature and all things that are in it in the human primary ‘reality’: “tree and
bird, water and stone, wine and bread, and ourselves, mortal men” (Tolkien 1965: 8). In other
words,  Faërie is the realm of the human imagination that jettisons the bounds set  by the
rational laws of science, and, subsequently, endorses creativity.
It is this creative element which can allow those who partake in its processes to move
beyond the  “triteness  of  familiarity  – from possessiveness”  (Tolkien  1965:  57).  In  other
25 Not all creative fantasy may lead to the recovery of aesthetic perception, since
many  fantasy  films  and  novels,  especially  in  contemporary  society,  serve  mere
entertainment purposes. However, in many cases, such as the work of Tolkien, creative
fantasy is crafted with such a ‘recovery’ in mind, and can therefore lead to the regaining
of disinterested perception.
26 An interesting concept, since Nietzsche, for one, believed that mythology forms
the basis of culture, and that a new mythology could lead to the development of a new,
creative culture. Tolkien is viewed as an important figure in the resurgence of the fantasy
genre,  and  his  books,  in  fact,  have  produced  a  sub-culture  known  as  the  Ringer
sub-culture.
27 The general perception of a fairy is the tiny, diminutive imaginary being that
flits around forests, hides behind flowers and reveals itself to children. Tolkien attributes
this misconception as ”a product of ‘rationalization’, which transformed the glamour of
‘Elfland’ to mere finesse... and relegated it to the nursery” (Tolkien 1965: 6).
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words, in similar fashion to Hadot, Tolkien believes that the things which once attracted us,
and  brought  us  aesthetic  pleasure,  such  as  natural  phenomena,  have  become  mundane,
because we have “locked them in our hoard, acquired them, and acquiring ceased to look at
them” (Tolkien 1965: 58). Indeed Tolkien stresses that Faërie-story can help one recover
from this “triteness of familiarity, because of its primary creative function (it is always the
attempt to create something new):
Creative fantasy… may open your hoard and let all the locked things fly away like
caged-birds. The gems all turn into flowers and flames, and you will be warned
that  all  you  had  (or  knew)  was  dangerous  and  potent,  not  really  effectively
chained, free and wild; no more yours than they were you. (Tolkien 1965: 59)
 
Hence,  fairy-story enables one to look at  green in nature again and be startled anew. Or
celebrate the long awaited coming of spring, which is “not less beautiful because we have
seen or heard of other like events: like events, but never from world’s beginning to world’s
end the same event” (Tolkien 1965: 56). Anyone familiar with Tolkien’s writing and prose
will immediately realise how creative fantasy mirrors the creative process of nature, or, in the
words  of  Merleau-Ponty,  the  process  of  “how things  become things  and how the  world
becomes a world” (Cited in Hadot 1999: 256). Tolkien’s prose,  and well-crafted creative
fantasy in general, is extremely descriptive in nature, particularly regarding natural scenes,
and, in a sense, ‘paints’ a portrait in the mind of the reader through the use of descriptive
language.  This  recovery  of  what  Tolkien  calls  “a  clear  view”  (disinterested  or  detached
perception) is not only achieved through the active participation of the imagination when
reading,  but  also  by  becoming  part  of  the  creative  process  itself.  When  describing  his
mythology as a whole, Tolkien encourages those who read it to contribute to its  creative
landscape: “I would draw some of the great tales in fullness, and leave many only placed in
the scheme, and sketched. The cycles should be linked to a majestic whole, and yet leave
scope for other minds and hands, wielding paint and music and drama” (Tolkien 1981: 145).
Thus, the individual’s perception of reality is affected when reading creative fantasy, but, in
certain  cases,  the  individual  is  also  drawn into  the  process  of  creativity  and  inspired  to
contribute to the boundless landscape of creative fantasy. Through these creative processes
the individual may regain a “clear view of things”, and ultimately view the world qua world,
the first  step,  according to Hadot,  in the process of living according to  the principles  of
philosophia.
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Furthermore, another element within creative fantasy that mirrors certain principles of
philosophia is the “eucatastrophe” (good catastrophe) – a term created by Tolkien to denote
the  opposite  of  tragedy  within  a  narrative  (of  course,  tragedy  can  also  have  good
consequences, as in Romeo and Juliet, where the community only learns the folly of its ways
through the tragic events culminating in the lovers’ deaths). The eucatastrophe is a sudden
joyous turn, or unforeseen turn in events, within a fantasy narrative. Importantly, this sudden
joyous turn should not be associated with the Hollywood clichéd ‘happy-ending’, since it by
no means denies the occurrence of “dyscatastrophe, of sorrow and failure: the possibility of
these is necessary to the joy of deliverance” (Tolkien 1965: 68). In other words, it is not mere
idealism,  but  rather  a  once-off  occurrence,  which  is  not  relied  upon  to  recur,  and
subsequently transcends the structural bounds established through rational expectation. In the
words of Tolkien, this eucatastrophic moment “can give to child or man that hears it, when
the ‘turn’ comes, a sudden catch of the breath, a beat and lifting of the heart, near to (or
indeed accompanied by) tears, as keen as that given by any form of art, and having a peculiar
quality” (Tolkien 1965: 69). Indeed, it comes on suddenly and unexpectedly - “a piercing
glimpse of joy, and heart’s desire, that for a moment passes outside the frame, rends indeed
the very web of story, and lets a gleam come through” (Tolkien 1965: 70). By this point is
should be apparent that Tolkien’s notion of the eucatastrophic moment is strikingly similar to
ancient philosophy’s present instant, which  Epicureans, for example, viewed as a “unique
miracle”:  “Receive  each  moment  of  accumulating  time  as  though  it  came  about  by  an
incredible stroke of luck” (Hadot 1999: 258). Hence, those who experience the eucatastrophe
within  the  fantasy  narrative  could  arguably  be  made  aware  of  the  present  instant  –  “a
gratuitous, unexpected gift of nature,” which renders each moment “a wonderful celebration”
(Hadot 1999: 209).
When one turns to the sub-cultural fandom of Tolkien, namely the Ringer sub-culture,
one can note the manner in which aesthetic perception and the notion of the eucatastrophe,
among  other  elements,  have  influenced  their  way  of  ‘existing’.  In  Carlene  Cordova’s
Ringers: Lord of the Fans (2005), a documentary about the Ringer sub-culture, two principles
immediately stand out to the viewer concerning the Ringers. Firstly, the Ringers emphasise
the importance of creativity within life,  by partaking in numerous forms of art,  including
painting, writing of literature and poetry, music and film. Websites such as Theonering.net,
lotrfanart.net, storiesofarda.com, thetolkientrail.com, and hundreds of others, all provide the
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Ringer community with a creative space “to wield paint and music and drama”28 (Tolkien
1981: 145). The individual engages in creativity for creativity’s sake, since these creative
activities are not, for example, pursued for monetary or status gains, but simply as creative
outlets.  Hence,  in the Ringer community anyone can be an artist,  which,  as indicated by
Hadot (and others before him), requires a disinterested and detached perception of things,
allowing the individual to view the world, including nature, in and for itself.
Secondly,  and perhaps as a result  of the creative  character  of the sub-culture,  the
Ringers display a clear affinity towards nature. In 2004, a group of Ringers from various
national and cultural backgrounds staged “The Lord of the Greens” protest, which focused on
the preservation of the South American rain forests as well as the reduction of the threat of
global warming (Cordova 2005). The ‘ents’29 of Middle-Earth, who are the “defenders of the
forests”, are used as a symbol for the environmental movement,  which remains active on
numerous  websites,  tracking  and  staging  annual  protests,  and  even  producing  scholarly
articles concerning environmental issues30. In fact, in recent years numerous academics have
studied environmentalism in Tolkien’s writing in its role in activism, as can be noted in texts
such as Liam Campbell’s  The Ecological  Augury in  the Works  of  J.R.R.  Tolkien (2011),
Patrick Curry’s Defending Middle-Earth (2004), and Matthew Dickerson’s Ents, Elves, and
Eriador:  The  Environmental  Vision  of  J.R.R.  Tolkien (2006).  Thus,  as  a  result  of  the
principles  underpinning  creative  fantasy,  the  Ringers  display  an  intimate  relationship  to
nature and a genuine concern for environmental issues, but also emphasises community and
sociality, as can be noted in the words of a Ringer in Cordova’s film: “We communicate a
message of oneness, regardless of culture, regardless of background, regardless of race... we
are better when we pull together” (Cordova 2005). The irony therefore seems to be that, to be
able to adopt a genuinely caring attitude towards the world – expressed in active ecological
involvement, for example – one has to develop the ability to see the world qua world in a
disinterested, detached manner.
Therefore, it is reasonable to suggest that creative fantasy, such as the work of J.R.R.
Tolkien, is underpinned by principles of philosophia, even if only in a rudimentary form, and
28 While these websites are contemporary examples of Ringer creativity, Cordova
illustrates  that  the Ringer  sub-culture  was also  present  in  the counter-culture  of  the
1960’s and 70’s, and published numerous magazines, such as  Gandalf’s Garden, which
advocated “two things: flower power and Tolkien” (Cordova 2005).
29 A name derived from the Anglo-Saxon word for ‘giant’ which Tolkien used for
the large, talking tree-like beings in The Lord of the Rings.
30 See,  for  example,
http://throughagreenlens.com/2009/05/23/j-r-r-tolkiens-environmental-vision/,
http://www.lotrplaza.com/forum/forum_posts.asp?TID=242835,
http://www.metaphilm.com/philm.php.
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can, in turn, introduce the school-going learner to these concepts, which could lead to future
involvement in active forms of philosophical practice. Whether or not creative fantasy should
be included in the formal educational curriculum, for example as a component of Language
and Literature or Arts and Culture, is a matter for debate and cannot be resolved at present.
However,  one  can  assume  that  numerous  South  African  school-going  learners  will,
nonetheless,  be  exposed  to  creative  fantasy  through  various  media  (informal  education),
including  the  literary  works  of  J.R.R.  Tolkien,  among  the  work  of  many  other  creative
fantasy authors. At the very least this exposure could inspire creativity within the learner, and
at best change the learner’s perception regarding the world, nature and society. 
A final concept this dissertation wishes to explore is a possible problem regarding the
practice of philosophy as a way of life, which is raised by Hadot in the closing section of his
text. According to Hadot, “[i]n the mentality of modern historians, there is no cliché more
firmly  anchored,  and more  difficult  to  uproot,  than  the  idea  according  to  which  ancient
philosophy was an escape  mechanism, an act of falling back upon oneself” (Hadot 1999:
274).  Indeed,  many  academics  dismiss  such  practices  as  escapism,  preferring  a  more
‘pragmatic’ approach. In other words, in the context of the present study, such ‘critics’ would
regard  ‘skills’  as  more  important  than  wisdom in  contemporary  society,  since  these  are
required by the learner in the ‘real’ world, unlike the ‘idealistic’ principles of philosophia. In
fact,  in  similar  fashion,  creative  fantasy  is  also  labelled  mere  escapism,  and  those  that
participate  in  its  creative  landscape  are  viewed as  escapists  who squander  their  time  on
insubstantial things. These ‘critics’ would prefer a world filled with flexible generalists and
an  efficiently  functioning  society,  rather  than  a  society  of  ‘philo-sophers’  who  live  in
accordance with principles of wisdom and creativity.
Tolkien and Hadot present different,  yet equally valuable,  responses to those who
would consider their respective fields of study as mere escapism. Tolkien raises this issue in
“On Fairy Stories”, stating that  ‘realists’ disregard creative fantasy as nonsense, and suggest
writers  and readers  alike should rather  concern their  efforts  with “reality  and things  that
matter”.  Tolkien  responds  with  the  following  sarcastic  statement that  aptly  juxtaposes
economic  concerns  and the  care  of  nature:  “How real,  how startlingly  alive  is  a  factory
chimney compared with an elm-tree: poor obsolete thing, insubstantial dream of an escapist!”
(Tolkien  1965:  62).  In  fact,  Tolkien  believes  that  the  negation  of  fantasy  and  art  as
(supposedly)  escapism is  based  on a  misconception:  “they  are  confusing,  not  always  by
sincere error, the Escape of the Prisoner with the Flight of the Deserter” (Tolkien 1965: 60).
These critics not only scorn the flight of the deserter, but also real Escape, and “they would
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seem to prefer the acquiescence of the “Quisling” to the resistance of the patriot. To such
thinking you have only to say ‘the land you loved is doomed’ to excuse any treachery, indeed
to glorify it” (Tolkien 1965: 61). In other words, in a society in which autonomy is slowly but
surely being erased through the exercise of pastoral power, and in which the individual is
normalized  in  almost  completely  economic  terms,  escape  is  not  only  natural,  but  indeed
preferable: 
In what the misusers are fond of calling Real Life, Escape is evidently as a rule very practical, and may
even be heroic. In ‘real life’ it is difficult to blame it, unless it fails; in criticism it would seem to be the
worse the better it succeeds… Why should a man be scorned if, finding himself in prison, he tries to get
out and go home? Or if, when he cannot do so, he thinks and talks about other topics than jailers and
prison walls? (Tolkien 1965: 60)
Hence, the school-going learner who engages within the creative fantasy sub-culture, who
participates in creative activity, and who learns to appreciate the beauty in nature, rather than
merely subjecting her-/himself to the normalizing processes of society (not to mention the
community involvement of the Ringers), can and should be viewed as ‘heroic’. Moreover,
this form of ‘apparent’ escapism might serve as the rudimentary steps to living according to
the principles of philosophia.
In relation to philosophy as a way of life, Hadot states that, far from being a form of
escapism, it is rather “an invitation to each human being to transform her/himself” in relation
to the self, nature and other human beings (Hadot 1999: 275). Hadot indicates that ancient
philosophical schools were community based, since philosophy “was always practiced in a
group”  and  required  “a  common  effort,  community  of  research,  mutual  assistance,  and
spiritual support” (1999: 274). More importantly, “philosophers - even, in the last analysis,
the Epicureans - never gave up having an effect on their cities, transforming society, and
serving  their  citizens,  who  frequently  accorded  them  praise,  the  vestiges  of  which  are
preserved  for  us  by  inscriptions”  (1999:  274).  Although  political  discourse  and  ideas
concerning social structure differed from school to school, “the concern for having an effect
on city or state, king or emperor, always remained constant”. In other words, philosophy as a
way of life is not only a means to gain a measure of autonomy, but, in the last instance, a
manner of actively influencing one’s society with the aim of changing it for the better. Hence,
reducing philosophia to futile escapism is not only erroneous, but blind to one of its major
elements – social responsibility.
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In conclusion,  this  dissertation  attempted  to  problematize  the form of  subjectivity
produced by the ideologies and dominant discursive practices of the educational institution,
which includes aspects from both formal pedagogy, in the form of the basic education system
of South Africa, as well as informal pedagogy, in the form of the mass media. In the light of
Althusser’s  theory  regarding  repressive  and  ideological  state  apparatuses,  it  becomes
apparent that the ideology underpinning the basic education system, which assumes the form
of an OBE curriculum,  is  primarily  economic  in  nature  and supports  consumer-capitalist
culture. In order to ensure docility, efficiency and obedience within the workforce, the formal
education system subjects the learner to various disciplinary discursive practices. By applying
Foucault’s theory regarding disciplinary power, this dissertation has illustrated that, through
the regimentation  of the subject’s  time and space,  docility  is,  for the most part,  ensured.
However, the flexible generalist is not solely produced through disciplinary power, but also
through  what  Foucault  conceives  of  as bio-power,  which  is  disseminated  through  the
deployment  of  sexuality.  Through  the  subscription  to  various  discourses  of  sexual
liberalization  the  school-going  learner  subjects  him-/herself  to  the  notion  of  a  liberated
sexuality,  which,  for  the  most  part,  propagates  consumer-capitalist  culture  by  promoting
consumerism, as well as, on the other hand (through discourses such as that of abstinence),
notions  of  social  responsibility  that  operate  in  the  interests  of  the  bio-politics  of  the
population.
As indicated in Chapter 4, disciplinary power and bio-power are both appropriations
of pastoral power – a power based on the Christian notion of the shepherd that cares for- and
provides guidance to his flock. As a result of pastoral power, the learner is led to believe that
the well-being and care of the ‘self’ is always in the hands of another: specialists in numerous
fields who ‘guide’ the individual regarding the ‘correct’ and ‘normal’ conduct in relation to
the self and society. This form of power is disseminated within formal education, particularly
the basic education system of South Africa,  as well  as informal education,  especially  the
media in  this  case,  but also to some extent  the family.  Thus,  from the youngest of ages
individuals are ‘normalized’ and ‘infantilized’ – that is, reduced to mere infants that need
constant guidance. In general, notwithstanding those who manage to resist pastoral power to
certain  degrees,  the individual  is  not  only infantilized  at  a  school-going age,  but  for  the
majority of his/her life, placing the care of the self in the hands of the experts, not realising
that ‘cultures of the self’, or ‘philosophy as way of life’ according to Hadot, have existed
throughout history in numerous forms. Philosophy as way of life reached its apex, or golden
age, during the Hellinstic period in philosophical schools of thought such as Epicureanism,
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Stoicism, Cynicism and Skepticism. These philosophical traditions emphasised self-mastery,
becoming one with existence,  and the importance of pursuing a  life  of wisdom, but was
eventually appropriated into Christianity, which, at a steady rate, transformed the care of the
self into pastoral power.
Reintroducing philosophy as a way of life in contemporary society will, no doubt, be
a  tremendous  challenge.  The  responsibility,  first  and foremost,  falls  on  the  shoulders  of
academics  and philosophers,  who are in  positions  to  bring about  a  transformation  in  the
manner in which philosophy is approached. In such a spirit, this dissertation has attempted to
illustrate that certain principles of philosophia, even if only in an elementary form, appear in
contemporary sub-cultures, such as the creative fantasy sub-culture. These instances not only
indicate receptiveness by individuals to principles of philosophy as a way of life, but also
substantiate  the  belief,  held  by,  among  many  other  thinkers,  Foucault  and  Hadot,  that
philosophy as practice can be implemented in a contemporary context, and may provide the
subject with a measure of autonomy, and, by implication, the ability to negotiate a position of
comparative  ‘in-  or self-dependence’  within power relations.  Arguably,  a society of such
individuals, or rather philosophers, would be far more preferable than a society of flexible
generalists, who are caught in the hamster-wheel of consumer-capitalist culture, and are not
only alien to the ‘self’, but also to nature and existence in general. Indeed, this sentiment is
expressed beautifully by Philo of Alexandria in a passage – which is also a fitting conclusion
to this dissertation – in On the Special Laws (Philo 1937 44 – 48):
Every person -  whether  Greek or  Barbarian - who  is  in training for wisdom,  leading a blameless,
irreproachable  life,  chooses  neither  to commit  injustice  nor return  it  unto others,  but  to  avoid the
company of busybodies, and hold in contempt the places where they spend their time - courts, councils,
marketplaces, assemblies - in short, every kind of meeting or reunion of thoughtless people. As their
goal is a life of peace and serenity, they contemplate nature and everything found within her: they
attentively explore the earth, the sea, the air, the sky, and every nature found therein. In thought, they
accompany the moon, the sun, and the rotations of the other stars, whether fixed or wandering... It is
obvious that people such as these, who find their joy in virtue, celebrate a festival their whole life long.
To be  sure,  there  is  only  a  small  number  of  such  people;  they  are  like  embers  of  wisdom kept
smouldering in our cities, so that virtue may not be altogether snuffed out and disappear from our race.
But if only people everywhere felt the same way as this small number, and became as nature meant for
them to be: blameless, irreproachable, and lovers of wisdom, rejoicing in the beautiful just because it is
beautiful, and considering that there is no other good besides it... then our cities would be brimful of
happiness. They would know nothing of the things that cause grief and fear, but would be so filled with
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the causes of joy and well-being that there would be no single moment in which they would not lead a
life full of joyful laughter; indeed, the whole cycle of the year would be a festival for them. 
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